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Abstract(
 This!thesis!is!a!combination!of!creative!project!and!exegesis!which!attempts!to!answer!an!initial!question:!‘What!are!the!possible!differences!between!a!narrative!told!in!prose!and!a!narrative!told!in!poems?’!while!exploring!the!linked!nature!of!narrative,!memory!and!identity.!!Beginning!with!T.S.!Eliot’s!claim!in!‘Tradition!and!the!Individual!Talent’!that!the!poet!needs!to!know!The!Tradition!or!at!least!develop!‘the!historical!sense’,!the!exegesis!examines!some!of!the!practical!implications!of!this!statement.!It!argues!that!the!poet!needs!a!knowledge!of!poems!and!benefits!from!a!sceptical!attitude!towards!literary!critical!discourse.!While!a!poet!needs!to!engage!with!critical!discourse,!for!an!informed!sceptic!it!is!difficult!to!see!how!the!research!question!could!be!answered!within!a!traditional!literary!critical!framework!in!a!way!that!was!not!undermined!by!the!methodological!problems!involved!in!answering!it.!Therefore,!PracticeILed!Research!has!advantages!in!that!the!production!of!a!creative!product!can!investigate!the!question!in!a!way!traditional!critical!approaches!cannot.!!In!the!same!vein,!turning!to!Old!English!poetry,!the!exegesis!argues!that!the!history!of!its!reception!from!the!nineteenth!century!onwards!is!paradigmatic!of!the!way!learnt!reading!practices!tend!to!be!normative.!Rather!than!domesticate!Old!English!via!these!learnt!reading!practices,!an!investigation!of!features!which!are!the!result!of!its!interstitial!nature!between!Oral!and!Print!cultures!are!used!to!rethink!how!a!modern!narrative!in!poems!could!be!different!to!a!narrative!in!prose.!In!this!way!Old!English!provides!a!way!of!approaching!the!question!which!avoids!modern!critical!assumptions!about!what!a!poem!is!and!does.!The!creative!project,!Anhaga,!is!a!sequence!of!poems!which!use!the!Old!English!‘The!Wanderer’!as!its!ground!and!explores!the!links!between!memory,!identity!and!narrative!while!offering!a!solution!to!the!initial!research!question.!!Throughout!the!thesis,!the!unavoidable!issue!of!the!relationship!between!the!poet!and!the!academy,!or!the!creative!writer!and!critical!discourse,!is!foregrounded!and!the!thesis!performs!the!argument!that!PracticeILed!Research!is!a!specific!and!valuable!way!of!contributing!to!debates!about!literary!critical!problems.!!
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Introduction(
 
The accompanying creative product, Anhaga, is the result of a decades long 
fascination with the Old English Poem ‘The Wanderer’. It is an attempt to use it as the 
ground for a story that investigates the linked nature of narrative, memory and 
identity. Because I wanted to turn the poem into a story, the project began explicitly 
as an investigation of the potential differences between a narrative told in poems and 
a narrative told in prose.  
At the core of this exegesis is an investigation of the writing process and the argument 
that creative practice has advantages over literary critical approaches, whether 
‘Critical’ or ‘Theoretical’. The exegesis accepts that the poet can and should learn 
from literary critical discourse, but should adopt a sceptical attitude towards it. 
Implied by my question about the difference between a narrative told in prose or 
poetry is a second one: how does one learn to write poems or what knowledge is 
useful if one wants to try to write something that is different? This question involves 
me both as a writer of poems and as a teacher.   
Therefore, my exegesis explores three nested questions: How does one learn to write 
a poem? What are the possible differences between a narrative told in prose and a 
narrative told in poems? How to work with ‘The Wanderer’ and Old English poetry to 
answer those questions and produce a creative project that will investigate the linked 
nature of narrative, memory and identity?  
For a creative writer it is difficult, if not actually impossible, to do the above without 
accessing critical discussions of poetry. However, for most of the twentieth and the 
twenty-first centuries those discussions have been reception based. The aim of a 
literary education has been to train readers and critics, not writers. How does one 
negotiate the differences in orientation between the writer seeking to learn how to 
produce texts and the critic or theorist who learns how to create sophisticated readings 
of a finished product?  
Using a statement T.S. Eliot made in ‘Tradition and the Individual Talent’ as its 
starting point, my first chapter explores the problems created by the difference 
between writing poetry and studying it in a formal context. Both Mihaly 
Csikszentmihalyi’s work on creativity and Pierre Bourdieu’s work on the field of 
cultural production help me support and refine Eliot’s claim that the poet needs to 
know ‘The Tradition’, however, they also suggest why turning towards critical 
discourse is inherently problematic. In Csikszentmihalyi’s terms, poetry is a domain 
and critics are part of the field which controls access to that domain. I will suggest 
that it is useful to consider literary criticism as a domain in its own right. Moving 
through this domain armed with a radical scepticism not only suggests it would be 
impossible to answer my initial question within the framework of literary critical 
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discourse, but that radical scepticism creates an equally radical freedom on the outer 
limits of what Bourdieu calls the box, the theoretical boundaries of the activity, in this 
case the writing of poems.  
Whether that freedom can be converted into the production of a substantially different 
type of text is a question this exegesis then explores and the creative project performs. 
To do this it turns towards a consideration of the alterity of Old English poetry. 
In my second chapter I sketch the history of the reception of Old English, which 
suggests that reading practices, when confronted with texts that are unfamiliar, 
domesticate them by treating them as failed or flawed versions of familiar texts. My 
second chapter also explores as a specific example of issues raised in the first the link 
between the critical reception of Old English, the way it was taught at university, and 
some creative responses to it, including Ezra Pound’s famous translation of ‘The 
Seafarer’. I suggest, very tentatively, that the limited creative response was directly 
linked to a critical response which mostly dealt with what the texts didn’t do and a 
very limited way of teaching those same texts at the university level.1  
Because my intention was to use an Old English poem, in my third chapter I turn to a 
discussion of translation where the problem of defining critical terms becomes acute. 
After describing critical attempts to create a taxonomy of translation which would 
allow the critic to define and critique translations, I follow the lead suggested by 
Mathew Reynolds that translation is an umbrella term which includes a diverse range 
of activities. Starting with ‘dynamic equivalence translation’, which could be 
considered either adaptation or appropriation, I explain how I developed my response 
to ‘The Wanderer’ as a way of writing a different sort of text with which to explore 
the linked nature of narrative, memory and identity.  
In my final chapter I tie together the threads of the exegesis. Aspects of Old English 
poetry which cannot simply be transferred into a modern poem provide the stimulus 
for the creation of my text. Rather than remaining trapped in attempts to define terms, 
I turned to more recent work on Old English poetry, where the very awkwardness of 
these poems illustrates the collision between text and reading practice, and whose 
uniquely ‘inscribed’ nature, part way between oral and print cultures, suggested ways 
of approaching the task which, while no longer possible in toto, could be translated 
into ways of thinking about the text that approached the problem from a different 
direction. 
Underpinning this approach is a belief in the way poems can be written and read. 
Philip Davis offers a defence for the reading of ‘serious literature’, and claims: 
The literary work, being more than an over-specific manual, replaces the 
therapist or teacher, the set interpreter or group motivator, allowing the reader 
the emotional and imaginative freedom to become his or her own therapist, 
own philosopher, own experimental actor and imaginer, own adventuring 
individual, without having to join a party or a sect of ready-made messages 
and collective prescriptions. (2013, p. 129)  
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
1 There may have been enthusiasts teaching it on an ad hoc basis, but to the best of 
my knowledge Old English was only formally taught at university level.  
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This is my experience of reading and writing poems: if reading is primarily an 
encounter with language that is enjoyable for and in itself, then writing poems can 
open a way of thinking in and through language that is unique to the writing of poems. 
It is a refined version of the experience Davis describes: 
In particular, I have been talking about people locating a subject-space in 
which they might more properly think their thoughts than in the norms of life: 
a resonant field or holding ground rich enough to make the thought part of an 
activated experience and three-dimensional situation, without the demand for 
simple consistency. (2013, p. 27) 
I wanted to create a text that did that, allowing me to explore an interest in the 
interrelated nature of memory, narrative and identity, without being obliged to offer a 
conclusion and at the same time to allow readers the freedom to draw their own 
conclusions. It would allow both me as writer and any potential reader the subversive 
play described by Vicki Mahaffey: 
Play, as any child knows, is the language of outlawed desire, a subversive 
expression of resistance when rebellion fails. Like Puck, play unobtrusively 
drains the pleasure out of arbitrarily exercised power, drawing pleasure to 
itself. Play unleashes the principle of excess to sport with the law of 
oppressive denial, until denial finds itself exhausted. The desire that fuels play 
is both exuberant and corrosive, violent and prolific. It riddles prescriptive, 
unified images of self, text, and nation, breaking up categories and setting the 
shards dancing in unexpected ways. The resulting combinations and 
recombinations of “meaning” continue to change dramatically, dramatizing at 
every moment both the importance and the inadequacy of each constituent part. 
(1998, p. xi) 
The advantage of creative practice is demonstrated throughout the exegesis. As my 
first chapter explains I do not believe the question ‘what is the difference between a 
narrative told in poems and a narrative told in prose?’ can be answered convincingly 
through a literary critical approach. However, Anhaga does offer a possible answer. 
The other advantage to creative practice is that while it is easy to theorize an answer 
to a question, having to realize that answer in a practical work swiftly re-evaluates the 
answer. As I shall explain in my final chapter, my initial sequence was unintelligible 
to its first readers no matter how coherent my concept sounded. 
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Methodology((!
In this exegesis, I am moving past some famous issues of scholarly contention, the 
Oral-Formulaic nature of Old English poetry for example, however, I am painfully 
aware of this and do not see how a greater involvement in them would improve the 
exegesis or the creative project. My argument throughout is that writing poems is a 
specific way of thinking which is substantially different to the kind of thinking 
required by expository prose.  
Estelle Barrett (2007, pp. 3-5) describes Practice-Led Research as being characterized 
by experiential learning and by the subjective and personal, amongst other things. The 
advantage of Practice-Led Research as a methodology, in this instance, lies in its 
capacity to allow exploration and admit the subjective and the personal as part of the 
process. Conventional literary critical discourse operates with what Robert Crawford 
(2001, p. 28) calls ‘the norm of an impersonal scholarly voice’. Crawford claims such 
a voice silences the creative practitioner, whose unique contribution to discussions 
about poetry is to be able to describe the specifics of his or her own practice.  
I have previously ventriloquized that impersonal voice in formal study into Early 
Middle English poetry. It felt like speaking a foreign language. In what follows, on 
the other hand, I am consciously drawing on my own experience as researcher, 
teacher and writer of poems. I am aware that studying the poems written in the grey 
area between the end of Anglo-Saxon poetry and the writings of Geoffrey Chaucer 
has given me a peculiar attitude towards poetry.  
My methodology is underwritten by an argument that claims there is no such thing as 
‘Poetry’, only texts which have been identified as poems. There are advantages to the 
practitioner of treating literary history as a selective misrepresentation of the past, 
which can be called into question by a wide knowledge of poems and their production 
and reception.  
Following the logic of this, I read widely. Rather than confining myself to the texts 
which appear in critical discussions or in narratives of twentieth-century poetry, I also 
followed bibliographies, footnotes, suggestions from people whose knowledge I 
respected and total strangers on platforms like Goodreads and Facebook. The poems I 
read are listed separately in the Appendix.  
The Old English word siþ, which as a noun can mean both a journey and an 
experience, something one travels through to obtain, or obtains in the act of travelling 
through, is the guiding metaphor for the methodology of this project. Rather than the 
conventional research model, I exploited the interconnectedness of knowledge and 
production by exploring them through the process of writing. The two are not separate 
or separable even if the division of the end result into exegesis and creative project 
suggests they are. My thematic interest in Old English poetry had an impact on the 
particular way in which I appropriated a Practice-Led Research approach for my 
thesis.  
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A(Note(on(Terminology(and(Layout(!
When I was an undergraduate and then post-graduate student of Medieval Literature 
(1979-1995), ‘Old English’ and ‘Anglo-Saxon’ were used interchangeably of the 
language and literature, but Anglo-Saxon was used specifically for the people who 
spoke and used that language. As I will discuss in my second chapter for some 
modern critics there are important political distinctions between the use of ‘Old 
English’ and ‘Anglo-Saxon’. As I disagree with these distinctions and see Old English 
as a precursor of Modern English, in quotations I have preserved the individual 
critic’s usage, but otherwise I have used Old English to identify the language and 
Anglo-Saxon for the people. 
Quotations from ‘The Wanderer’ in modern English, unless otherwise stated, are from 
Michael Alexander’s (1966) translation. For convenience, Old English quotations 
have been taken from Peter Baker’s Old English Aerobics web site but I have also 
used the standard modern edition of The Exeter Book, edited by Krapp and Dobbie 
for reference. For quotations in Old English I have left the double space that marks 
the pronounced caesura which is a modern printing convention for Old English poetry. 
Although it will quickly become obvious that using modern terms like ‘poem’ to 
describe an Old English text is problematic, I have not put inverted commas around 
‘poem’ every time I use it.  
Some scholars use italics for titles of individual poems, others use inverted commas. 
In quotations, I have followed the practice of the individual critic. In my own text, I 
have used inverted commas unless the poem is long enough to be considered a stand-
alone work. It used to be standard critical practice to italicize foreign words, 
especially Old English ones. This is no longer the universal practice. In quotations, I 
have again followed the practice of the individual critic. Otherwise I have italicized 
foreign words.  
In Anhaga direct quotations are acknowledged on page 139 of the accompanying 
creative work. The editor and I argued over annotating all the allusions. She and the 
publisher objected to what was several pages of endnotes. A general acknowledgment 
of the texts referenced, misquoted and alluded to are on page 138.  
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Chapter(One:(Mapping(the(Box(
 
There is a naïve attitude towards writing poetry epitomized by the high school student 
at the girls’ school where I work who told me she wrote poetry and asked me if I 
would read some of her poems. When I asked her who she read, she replied that she 
didn’t read poetry, she wrote it. Such a writer may satisfy her own impulses but her 
chances of writing anything a stranger who reads poetry might find interesting are 
small. Drafting or editing require models of excellence that the draft can be moved 
towards.  
Based on my own experience as writer and teacher I would suggest that writing a 
poem is a very specific form of what we might call applied literary criticism. The 
writer performs a critical evaluation of the draft and then has to solve the problems 
the evaluation identifies by producing another draft. The process of drafting moves 
the text towards standards of excellence the writer has naturalized. Throughout the 
writing process the writer operates as reader and critic of the text under production. 
Even the act of recognising whatever appears first as a potential poem is a critical act.  
Throughout what follows I am assuming that there are three significant contributing 
factors in the writing of a poem: the writer’s ambition for the poem, in terms of what 
it can be and do; the writer’s ability; and a third, unconscious element, which is not 
amenable to analysis by a third party. My understanding of my own practice owes a 
great deal to two books written by Robert Graves in the 1920s: On English Poetry 
(1922) and Poetic Unreason (1925). These were early attempts by a practising poet to 
apply the insights of psychoanalysis to the writing of poetry.2 As writer and teacher I 
think ambition and craft can be consciously developed. The practical question for 
poets and teachers is how?  
In ‘Tradition and the Individual Talent’ (1920), T.S. Eliot states that poets who take 
writing poetry seriously need to know the tradition they are working in. Although 
Eliot was not writing a treatise on how to write a poem, I want to use that claim as a 
starting point. I will explore the paradox that for writers following Eliot’s lead, even if 
they do not enroll in a creative writing course, it is impossible to avoid academic 
discussions of poetry. However, those discussions, operating within their own 
conventions, to meet their own often institutionalized requirements, create problems 
which the writer of poems needs to negotiate. Writing a poem and studying poetry are 
two very different activities. In short, literary critical discourse for most of the 
twentieth century trained readers, not writers. The following chapter attempts to 
negotiate these differences while unraveling the implications of Eliot’s statement.  
To help me to do this I will use Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi’s systems model of 
creativity and Pierre Bourdieu’s investigations of the field of cultural production. As 
the implications of Eliot’s statement unravel, I will suggest that there are benefits for 
the poet in considering academic literary discourse as a self-sufficient domain, in 
Csikszentmihalyi’s terms, or as a field of cultural production in Bourdieu’s, which !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
2 Graves later repudiated this work and even his few supportive critics tend to be wary 
or dismissive. See Douglas Day’s Swifter than Reason 1963, especially chapters three 
and five, for a characteristic critical response to this early work.   
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operates according to its own rules, regulations and conventions. Rather than accept 
these conventions on their own terms, I would suggest it is beneficial for the writer if 
he or she adopts a critical attitude towards them.  
Eliot writes: 
It [tradition] cannot be inherited, and if you want it you must obtain it by great 
labour. It involves, in the first place, the historical sense, which we may call 
nearly indispensible to anyone who would continue to be a poet beyond his 
twenty-fifth year. (1920, p. 49) 
The literature on Eliot is enormous even regarding this one essay. His own comments 
on it are to be found in ‘To Criticise the Critic’ (1978). The critical discussions I have 
consulted range from the sceptical, Harwood (1995) and Menand (2007), to the 
explanatory, Margolis (1972), Longenbach (1987), Shusterman (1988), Materer 
(1994), and Schwartz (2009). For my part, I suggest that Eliot’s statement in 
‘Tradition and the Individual Talent’, no matter how gendered, complex or critical its 
numerous interpretations, remains valid for the poet interested in the craft of writing 
poems. If nothing else, ‘the historical sense’ educates the ambition of poets and 
prevents them from making claims for their own poems that historical knowledge 
would teach them were invalid. The rest of the quotation seems far more problematic: 
…and the historical sense involves a perception, not only of the pastness of 
the past, but of its presence; the historical sense compels a man to write not 
merely with his own generation in his bones, but with a feeling that the whole 
of the literature of Europe from Homer and within it the whole of the literature 
of his own country has a simultaneous existence and composes a simultaneous 
order. (p. 49)  
Three pages later, Eliot anticipated the objection to this claim that poets need a 
historical sense: ‘The objection is that the doctrine requires a ridiculous amount of 
erudition (pedantry), a claim which can be rejected by appeal to the lives of the poets 
in any pantheon’ (p. 52).  
Amongst the many issues raised by Eliot’s claim, two provide my starting point. The 
first is a practical objection. Knowing ‘the whole of the literature of Europe from 
Homer’ would require either that the poet has an impossible linguistic virtuosity—he 
or she would have to learn not only modern but early versions of so many different 
languages—or, as K.K. Ruthven (1990, p. 35) claims, a highly selective definition of 
‘literature’ which reduces, through a metonymic process, the whole of Italian poetry 
for example, to Dante’s Divine Comedy. 3   
The second issue is hidden in Eliot’s assumption that acquiring this historical 
knowledge is straightforward. It seems that all a poet needs is dedication, 
determination and perseverance. But how would my student know which poets or 
poems to read or why a poet or a poem has been valued? The implication in Eliot’s 
writing is that it is sufficient to read widely and, if one is a poet, exercise one’s !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
3 This objection does need qualifying. For Eliot and his contemporary audience, the 
fact that they were educated meant the majority of them had encountered Classical 
poetry at school. See the discussion throughout chapter two below.   
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judgment. In 1929, nine years after Eliot’s essay was published, I.A. Richards 
published Practical Criticism, subtitled A Study of Literary Judgement, which 
demonstrated convincingly how widely divergent ‘judgement’ can be amongst 
educated readers of poetry. The problem that confronted Richards as a teacher is the 
same one confronting the poet: there has to be a way out of a simple subjectivity 
which conflates and confuses ‘I like’ and ‘this is good.’ 
To alter Eliot’s argument for my purposes the practical objection is simply met: it is 
possible to expect a poet writing in English to know the history of poetry in English. 
However, acquiring such a history is as problematic as the idea of ‘literary history’ 
itself. Relatedly, Louis Menand claims that ‘“Tradition and the Individual Talent” 
assigns the poet the whole of the Western tradition as homework but says nothing 
about how that learning might, in the actual process of composition, be put to use’ 
(2007, p. 76). The answer to Menand’s objection is that without models of excellence 
editing is impossible. But there remains a doubled problem in developing these 
models of excellence. The first is how does one select which poems are worth setting 
up as models of excellence. The second is encapsulated in a phrase of Umberto Eco’s,!‘A text is a device conceived in order to produce its Model Reader’ (1990, p. 58).!
Although the Model Reader in Eco’s terms is a purely textual construct, I think it is a 
useful part of the writing process to consider the Model Reader who might read the 
finished poem. The only Model Reader my student from the beginning of this chapter 
can imagine is a version of herself.  
In The Theory of Inspiration Timothy Clark describes how the writer recognising 
value in the text that is emerging is  
projected into a scene of the work’s reception, undergoing, in anticipation, a 
sense of the potential force of the emergent work upon readers of his or her 
time and the publically sanctioned identity or role that accompanies such a 
relation to an audience. (1997, p. 30)!
Rather than imagine stadiums of devoted fans cheering the poem, it is possible to 
argue that drafting anticipates a version of Eco’s Model Reader. It is productive to 
imagine the poet developing an understanding of the potential range of Model 
Readers for his or her poems.  
The problem, then, to adapt Menand’s phrase, is that the poet has been given the 
homework but not told how to do it. Nor, by extension, have the poets been warned of 
the problems they will encounter doing their homework or how to deal with those 
problems.  
It might seem that Eliot’s initial statement is sufficiently self-evident: anyone 
practising an art form will benefit from knowing the history of the art they practise. 
However, there are objections. Eliot and Pound were both trying to ‘professionalize’ 
the writing of poetry at a time when academic literary criticism was being 
institutionalized in the universities, becoming a profession with a career structure, a 
point made strongly by Menand (2007, chapter 5). Here and elsewhere in their 
writings, both Eliot and Pound were trying to make entry into the guild of poets a 
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strenuous and difficult process as an antidote to what they saw as the suffocating 
amateurism that characterized contemporary poetry.4  
It would be possible to learn standards of excellence by reading what is currently 
approved: prize winning poems, award winning books, the most ‘liked’ poems on 
whatever digital platform one is posting to and these would be equally legitimate 
ways of learning about poetry. The danger of such an approach is made explicit in 
Stepping Stones, where Seamus Heaney discussing the academic creative writing 
industry he was a part of notes that the discussion of admired poets is rarely about the 
‘great dead’:  
Usually you hear about people at other writing schools, people who are at the 
centre of webs, good enough representatives of the contemporary scene, but 
proof of what Donald Davie once termed—in another context—‘lowered 
sights and diminished expectations’. (O’Driscoll 2008, p. 274)  
Asking whether someone who wants to write a novel needs to read Smollett and 
Richardson or a song writer needs to listen to Campion’s lute songs does raise 
questions about Eliot’s program for the poet. However, two theoretical models—
Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi’s systems model of creativity (1996) and Pierre Bourdieu’s 
model of the field of cultural production (1993)—also stress the importance of 
knowledge of the activity one is involved in.5 Further, they provide an enabling 
framework and vocabulary for thinking through the problems implied by Eliot’s 
statement. These models are not perfect. I will note their relevant flaws in passing 
while holding to the idea that they remain useful.   !
Csikszentmihalyi states that a person ‘cannot be creative in a domain to which he or 
she is not exposed’ and ‘creativity can be manifested only in existing domains and 
fields’ (p. 29). I will define these terms in a moment but this leads to his description 
of ‘the creative individual’ whose characteristics are summed up in a quote from 
Jacob Rabinow: 
And a good creative person is well trained. So he has first of all an enormous 
amount of knowledge in that field. Secondly, he tries to combine ideas, 
because he enjoys writing music or enjoys inventing. And finally, he has the 
judgment to say, “This is good, I’ll pursue this further”. (Rabinow qtd. in 
Csikszentmihalyi 1996, p. 50) 
Bourdieu also sees this immersion and knowledge as essential.  
In an artistic field which has reached an advanced stage of its history, there is 
no place for naïfs: more precisely, the history is immanent to the functioning 
of the field, and to meet the object demands it implies, as a producer but also 
as a consumer, one has to possess the whole history of the field. (Bourdieu, 
1993, pp. 60-61) !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
4 Variations on the story can be found in the works of Hugh Kenner, C.K. Stead, and 
Helen Carr listed in the Reference List.  
5 Nigel McLoughlin 2013 provides an overview and discussion of models of 
creativity including Csikszentmihalyi’s. 
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Therefore, the creative individual, in this case the poet, needs to ‘possess the whole 
history of the field’ (Bourdieu 1993, p. 61), ‘learn the rules and the content of the 
domain as well as the criteria for selection, the preferences of the field’ 
(Csikszentmihalyi 1996, p. 50) and in this way, in Eliot’s terms, acquire and use ‘The 
Tradition’.  
However, the two models, used together, can also help to explain the problems facing 
the poet in following Eliot’s precept. Csikszentmihalyi’s systems model of creativity 
identifies three components: the domain, the field and the creative individual. 
The domain consists of  
 a set of symbolic rules and procedures. Mathematics is a domain, or at a finer 
 resolution algebra and number theory can be seen as domains. Domains are in 
 turn nested in what we usually call culture, or the symbolic knowledge shared 
 by a particular society, or by humanity as a whole. (pp. 27-28) 
Domains vary in the clarity of their structure, their centrality within the culture and 
their accessibility. It is easier to be seen as creative in some domains than others.  
Next, the field ‘includes all the individuals who act as gatekeepers to the domain. It is 
their job to decide whether a new idea or product should be included in the domain’ 
(p. 28). Because fields and domains are separate in the model, fields can wreck a 
domain ‘either by starving it of novelty or by admitting too much unassimilated 
novelty into it’ (p. 44).   
Finally, a creative person is ‘someone whose thoughts or actions change a domain, or 
establish a new domain’ (p. 28). 
In this model poetry is therefore a domain and academic criticism part of the field 
which acts as gatekeeper to that domain.  
While the model can be applied to the writing of poetry—Anthony Hecht and Mark 
Strand are two of the subjects in his study—I want to suggest that it can also be 
usefully applied to literary criticism and that doing so helps us to explore the 
implications of Eliot’s idea.  
However, it is worth noting that the model is problematic in terms of contemporary 
poetry. If the definition of creativity is ‘any act, idea, or product that changes an 
existing domain, or that transforms an existing domain into a new one’ (p. 28) and the 
definition of a creative person is ‘someone whose thoughts or actions change a 
domain, or establish a new domain’ (p. 28) then (despite Csikszentmihalyi’s own 
application of the notion of the domain to poetry) it is difficult to see how this applies 
to either Mark Strand or Anthony Hecht. They might be fine poets but in terms of 
Csikszentmihalyi’s own definition they are not creative—not domain changing. Nor is 
it easy to see how a poet could be creative in these terms in the fragmented and 
incoherent domain of modern poetry or how a poet could learn the preferences of the 
field when modern poetry stretches all the way from the critical approval and 
promotion of The New Formalism to LANGUAGE poetry.  
The systems model of creativity is too neat. If one were to take Csikszentmihalyi’s 
definitions at face value no poet has been creative since the 1920s unless one is 
willing to start subdividing poetry as a domain into smaller and increasingly harder to 
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define subdivisions. At the same time, as will become obvious in the discussion of 
Old English and Ezra Pound’s translations in my next chapter, the field is far more 
fractured and incoherent than the model suggests.   
Pierre Bourdieu’s model of the field of cultural production is useful in qualifying and 
extending Csikszentmihalyi’s model. Like two maps describing the same landscape 
using different mapping conventions used together they reveal aspects that 
independently they leave out or gloss over. Csikszentmihalyi’s model tends to be 
synchronic, Bourdieu’s diachronic.  
For Bourdieu, the field is ‘the field of cultural production’ and what characterizes the 
artistic field and what gives it its history is the struggle of succeeding movements or 
individuals for legitimacy which is gained by supplanting the existing dominant forms 
by the revolutionary new.  
According to Bourdieu there are three ways this ‘legitimacy’ can be achieved: the 
recognition granted by other producers, the ‘consecration’ bestowed by critics and 
finally the approval of the ‘mass audience’ (pp. 50-51). Creativity and quality are not 
issues. Bourdieu bluntly states: ‘The work of art is an object which exists as such only 
by virtue of the (collective) belief which knows and acknowledges it as a work of art’ 
(p. 35). Therefore, ‘It is so important, if one is to have a bit of freedom from the 
constraints of the field, to attempt to explore the limits of the theoretical box in which 
one is imprisoned’ (p. 184).   
Whatever Eliot may have meant, ‘The Tradition’ is not just the poems themselves, it 
includes ‘the preferences of the field’ in Csikszentmihalyi’s terms. In Bourdieu’s, the 
tradition involves the history of those poems, the way they have been used and the 
arguments over their value whether by poets or critics. However, to learn all this 
requires a turn towards academic-critical discussions of poetry and there is then an 
obvious problem for the writer of poems. In Csikszentmihalyi’s terms, although 
poetry is a domain, and the field consists of editors, publishers, and critics, academic 
literary criticism is surely also a domain in its own right and not just a gatekeeper for 
poetry. It fulfils all the characteristics of Csikszentmihalyi’s model. It has its own 
field. It is also a field of cultural production in Bourdieu’s terms: the domain and its 
field are the contents of the box. It has its own traditions, its own conventions (which 
I teach), and as writers as diverse as Gerald Graff (1987), John Harwood (1995), 
Alvin Kernan (1990), J. M. Ellis (1989 and 1997) and Ronan McDonald (2007), 
amongst others, have shown, it has its history of struggles for legitimacy.  
Csikszentmihalyi and Bourdieu’s comments about the creative individual or the 
practitioner in the field of cultural production therefore can and should be applied to 
the literary critic. But possessing ‘the whole history of the field’ becomes a daunting 
requirement since literary criticism can be traced back to Aristotle and Plato. Many of 
the key texts were written in languages other than English. The fashion for multi-
disciplinary approaches, which has been a dominant characteristic of at least the last 
fifty years, also means that readers can find themselves confronting discussions which 
use philosophy, linguistics, mathematics, history, anthropology, quantum physics and 
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psychology without necessarily having any training in those fields.6 Modern critical 
discussions are built on references and quotations where the possibility of ever 
evaluating the argument recedes down an endless chain of proper nouns in carefully 
referenced subordinate clauses. In his discussion of lyric poetry, for example, 
Jonathan Culler discusses Kate Hamburger’s re-reading of Hegel (2015, pp. 105-09). 
I cannot evaluate this argument, unless I read Hamburger’s work and then study 
Hegel. Although we teach our students to be critical users of fictive texts, to operate 
in the world of academic criticism so much of what passes as literary-critical 
discourse has to be taken on trust.   
While the line is blurred between where literary criticism acts as field for the domain 
of poetry and where it acts as its own domain, the question for a writer of poems is to 
what extent is immersion in the domain of academic literary criticism useful: what are 
the problems caused by that immersion and what are the benefits? I would argue that 
for the writer of poems there are benefits of thinking of literary criticism as a foreign 
country. Visiting is essential; staying is optional; escape is not always easy.  
Robert Crawford outlines the problems facing the poet in the academy:  
If poetry and academia are renegotiating their relationship then this should not 
simply be a case of academics telling poets what to do […] It will also be 
apparent that an academic community may provoke fruitfully aggressive 
reactions in the poet. What matters is that poets should not be blandly 
agreeable, but should use the system, its books, knowledge, time, money, and 
opportunities to provide kinds of particular nourishment useful to the making 
of verse, rather than simply acting as diligent functionaries of the curriculum.  
(Crawford 2001, pp. 26-27)  
In any educational institution, most students who want to do well realize sooner or 
later that being blandly agreeable is a productive strategy that the institution will 
reward. It is therefore ironic that Csikszentmihalyi notes; ‘It is difficult to see how a 
person can be creative without being traditional and conservative and at the same 
time rebellious and iconoclastic’ (Csikszentmihalyi 1996, p. 71). ‘Not being blandly 
agreeable’ is not a charter for mindless iconoclasm, but suggests the need for the 
radical, informed scepticism described by Raymond Williams in his introduction to 
Marxism and Literature:  
This hesitation, before what seems the richness of developed theory and 
fullness of achieved practice, has the awkwardness, even the gaucherie, of any 
radical doubt. It is literally a moment of crisis: a jolt in experience, a break in 
the sense of history; forcing us back from so much that seemed positive and 
available—all the ready insertions into a crucial argument, all the accessible 
entries into immediate practice. Yet the insight cannot be sealed over. When 
the most basic concepts—the concepts, as it is said, from which we begin—
are suddenly seen to be not concepts but problems, not analytic problems 
either but historical movements that are still unresolved, there is no sense in 
listening to their sonorous summons or their resounding clashes. (1977, p. 11) !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
6 For a performance of the ‘non-literary’ arguments surrounding literary studies see 
Burke 2008 and Ellis 1989 in the Reference List. For the daunting range of modern 
literary activity see for example the range of texts in Lodge and Wood (eds) 2008. 
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Radical doubt can seem like naïve truculence; I may be truculent at times but I am 
neither ill-informed nor naïve. To position oneself on the outskirts of Bourdieu’s ‘box’ 
as a sceptical observer rather than a passive consumer offers a radical if problematic 
freedom. Rather than simply accept literary discourse on its own terms, it is, I would 
suggest, liberating to realize that ‘the most basic concepts–the concepts, as it is said, 
from which we begin—are suddenly seen to be not concepts but problems’. In the 
gaps and spaces such an attitude opens there is the possibility of sidestepping the 
assumptions of learnt reading practices and the categories they produce to create an 
exploratory or experimental text. But such a text would not be a generically 
experimental text that conforms to the dominant contemporary expectations of Avant-
Garde or Experimental writing. Hazel Smith’s book, The Writing Experiment: 
Strategies of Innovative Creative Writing (2005) provides examples of these and 
recipes for producing them.  
The dangers of such a position are multiple. I will discuss the writing problems in the 
following chapters but the most immediate danger is that radical doubt can seem like 
narrow-minded nit picking: it annoys people. Also, if one follows the logic of that 
scepticism to its conclusion, the results are destructive. As Pierre Bourdieu writes, one 
of the ‘unforgivable transgressions’ is to refuse to play the game according to the 
rules, because in doing so it calls ‘into question not a way of playing the game, but the 
game itself and the belief which supports it’ (1993, p. 81). One of the reasons Robert 
Graves’ Poetic Unreason (1925) is not as well-known as Eliot’s The Sacred Wood 
(1920) is that Graves followed the logic of his own scepticism to the point where he 
convincingly argued there is no such thing as a bad poem. He was not challenging 
how the game was played, but the foundational assumptions of the critical game.  
Judging how far one can push the text in an unusual direction without requiring an 
impossible Model Reader is another more practical problem I will return to in the 
fourth chapter of this exegesis. However, as the poet intent on learning the tradition 
does have to deal with the domain of academic literary discourse, one way of 
avoiding being trapped inside that particular box is to enter it armed with the 
knowledge that literary criticism, as a domain itself, is problematic.   
Poets setting out to acquire the tradition confront two immediate problems. The first 
is the pragmatic one of where to go to find it. Changing fashions in academic 
approaches to poetry mean that the idea of English poetry as a continuous art form 
stretching from at least Geoffrey Chaucer to the present day, a contested narrative of 
poems and practitioners, has all but disappeared from schools in the system where I 
teach. This is not an isolated case. In John Harwood’s phrase today’s literary courses 
are more likely to offer the student ‘a choice of seventeen different approaches to try 
out on Pope, even as he or she was still pondering the niceties of who Pope was’ 
(1995, p. 205). 
However, tradition requires a narrative, and the problem with such narratives is that 
they construct a thing called literary history which falsifies the past by making it 
coherent. As Christopher Canning observes: ‘The demand for “development” or 
“continuity” is not only a definition of literature, but a bias toward and against certain 
kinds of forms’ (2004, p. 42). The problems of such a narrative are obvious in Brian 
McHale’s entry for ‘Narrative Poetry’ in the Routledge Encyclopedia of Narrative 
Theory (2008). It is compelling by virtue of its coherence, erudition, McHale’s status 
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as expert on the subject, the authoritative title of the book it is in and the absolute 
certainty of his judgments. Because it is situated within a critical discourse about 
narrative poetry that it affirms and questions, it exerts a powerful gravitational pull on 
the reader. 
Starting from what he calls the ‘modernist interdiction on narrative’, McHale traces 
the postmodern return to narrative via what he calls ‘weak narrativity’. He defines this 
in more detail in The Obligation to the Difficult Whole (2004). McHale claims that the 
return to narrative is a characteristic of the postmodernist long poem. Admitting that 
defining ‘the postmodern’ in ‘postmodernist long poem’ escapes him, he offers 
instead a ‘repertoire of features’, one of which is ‘the replenishment of narrative’. He 
identifies (2004, pp. 258ff) three ways in which the postmodern poem outflanks the 
modernist ‘interdiction on narrative’, the third being the strategy he calls ‘weak 
narrativity’. This ‘involves, precisely, telling stories “poorly”, distractedly, with much 
irrelevance and indeterminacy, in such a way as to evoke narrative coherence while at 
the same time withholding commitment to it and undermining confidence in it’ 
(McHale 2004, p. 259). 
To a critical observer, it’s difficult to see the difference between postmodern ‘weak 
narrativity’ and a badly told or non-existent story. There are numerous definitions of 
narrative. Marie–Laure Ryan offers a summary and discussion of definitions in 
‘Towards a Definition of Narrative’ (2007), leading towards a ‘fuzzy set definition’. 
She posits as essential features a story world populated by individuated existents. The 
story world must undergo significant transformations and the transformations must be 
caused by non-habitual physical events. The participants react emotionally to the 
states of the world and some of the events in the story must be purposeful actions by 
these agents. The sequence of events must form a unified causal chain and lead to 
closure (Ryan 2007, pp. 29-30).   
The term narrative has been refined to the distinction between ‘story’ and ‘narrative 
discourse’, summed up neatly by H. Porter Abbot: ‘Narrative is the representation of 
events, consisting of story and narrative discourse; story is an event or sequence of 
events (the action); and narrative discourse is those events as represented’ (Abbot 
2008, p.19). The distinction has been much debated. The online Living Handbook of 
Narratology (no date) edited by Peter Hühn, has up to date summaries and ongoing 
discussions.  
Although there are numerous definitions of ‘story’, Umberto Eco’s concise version 
provides a basic reference point and avoids Ryan’s insistence on closure: ‘It is enough 
to isolate an agent (no matter whether human or not), an initial state, a series of time- 
orientated changes with their causes, a final (even if transitorily so) result’ (Eco 1981, 
p. 30). In both Eco’s description of story and Ryan’s of narrative the causal 
relationship between events and the fact that some kind of change occurs to the 
participants seem essential. 
McHale’s weak narrativity struggles to meet either definition. Whether one tries to fit 
it into a definition of ‘narrative’ or ‘story’, it remains difficult to see how a story is 
being told by a text which deliberately avoids any kind of causal relationship or fails 
to narrate any kind of change to the participants of the story world. 
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Even if one is playing along with McHale’s definition, it requires a great deal of effort 
on the part of the reader. As McHale writes elsewhere: 
To us readers, then, falls the task of determining what belongs with what, of 
reassembling the scattered narrative fragments; and the text refuses to 
cooperate with us in that task, as it might have done by indicating relevant 
continuities (coreference) of space, time, or agent from fragment to fragment. 
(McHale 2001, p. 162)  
To return to McHale’s history of narrative poetry, no matter how generously one 
applies the term ‘modernist’, poets do not legislate unless employed as legislators. 
Nor can they ‘interdict’. Even if we could agree on what Modernism was, or who was 
a Modernist, it was never the only game in town, even when ‘Modernists’ were 
writing.7 McHale claims ‘Continuous narrative survived in marginalized and 
obsolescent forms’ (2008, p. 357) but such an evolutionary narrative ignores the fact 
that poetry is not an evolutionary organism. McHale’s use of ‘marginalized and 
obsolescent’ is more than just questionable. He claims ‘But of course it is too late 
now to return naively to pre-modernist forms of narrative poetry’ (2001, p. 162), but 
that ‘of course’ begs so many questions.  
Christopher Cannon’s argument throughout the first chapter of The Grounds of 
English Literature (2004) is that literary history is most compelling when it sounds 
most coherent and simultaneously most dishonest because in order to compel it hides 
the grounds of its own judgement and presents incoherence as coherent. When I 
began this thesis, I was convinced by narratives like McHale’s that there was a 
general resistance to narrative poems in the twentieth century. I presented a paper 
entitled ‘Bunting, Pound and the Resistance to Narrative’ at an AAWP conference in 
2012. The ‘Resistance to Narrative’ is a critical commonplace, mirrored in what has 
been called the ‘Lyricization of Poetry’ (see Jackson 2005 and 2008, and Culler’s 
critical response 2015 pp. 83-88). This has been linked to the Romantic move towards 
the short poem in the nineteenth century (see Abrams 1953 passim and Bradley’s 
‘The Long Poem in the Age of Wordsworth’ 1914b) and the rise of the novel 
(Ramazani 2014, pp. 16-32). Prominent critics announced and celebrated the death of 
narrative poetry (Kenner 1951, p. 262, Perloff 1985, p. 161, Rosenthal and Gall 1983, 
p. 7) their objections running back to Edgar Allan Poe’s claim that ‘long poem’ is a 
contradiction in terms (1846 and 1850). Print journals throughout the twentieth 
century reinforced the impression by tending to restrict the poems they accepted to 
30-50 lines.  
The gravitational pull of such critical arguments is powerful but one can escape it by 
reading poems rather than criticism. Narrative poetry, in book-length form, continued 
to be written throughout the twentieth century and into the twenty-first. Many of those 
narratives not only tell stories in the conventional sense but also use ‘pre-modernist’ 
forms. To give only two examples from my Appendix, Times’s Fool (2001) is written 
in Dante’s terza rima and The Golden Gate (1986) in Pushkin’s Onegin stanza. As 
Jonathan Culler notes forms are always available for reuse and it is a characteristic of 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
7 For a bracingly sceptical view of ‘Modernism’ as a meaningful critical category see 
Harwood 1995 especially pp. 1-60. 
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poetry that poets often return to them (2015, p. 4). A type of poem does not become 
obsolete or invalid because it fails to meet critical needs and interests. 
The idea of tradition is not straightforward, which means knowing how to select 
which poems are worthy of the poet’s interest is problematic. The next related 
problem facing Eliot’s would-be poet is the way in which students are taught to 
approach the poetry that has been chosen as an object of study. In Structuralist 
Poetics, Jonathan Culler argued that the purpose of a literary education was to turn the 
student into a ‘competent reader’.  
To read a text as literature is not to make one’s mind a tabula rasa and 
approach it without preconceptions; one must bring to it an implicit 
understanding of the operations of literary discourse which tells one what to 
look for. (1975, pp. 113-14) 
The implications of this are worth unravelling. Critics, operating critically, do not 
read the same way readers do. Because poetry is something all students are taught ‘to 
read’, and for most people their encounters with poetry happen at school, reading a 
poem and analyzing a poem are treated as synonyms in a way listening to a song and 
analyzing a song are not. How one has been taught to read/interpret a poem and the 
models one has been told to value will either help or prove useless in the editing 
process. It will also create different forms of Model Reader, which will also affect 
that editing process.  
There are two broad orientations in the teaching of poetry. In one the teacher directs 
the student to pay attention to what is being said, in the other to how it is being said. 
While theoretically there should be some overlap—the argument about form and 
content in poetry goes back a long way (see Bradley, ‘Poetry for Poetry’s Sake’, 
1914a)—in practice it is more common to focus on one or the other. One might 
suspect that a focus on form should be more useful in the drafting process than a 
focus on content, however, both have to be translated into practical terms and both 
tend to create the impression of an impossibly critical Model Reader.  
For over a century, academic approaches to literature have been reception based. 
What I want to trace quickly here is how this reception-based approach to poetry has 
changed dramatically in my own lifetime. The shift has been, generally, from form to 
content. In the late 1970s, as a high school student studying a subject called ‘English 
Literature’, there was no reference to context, to the biography of the poet or to the 
ideology in the text. We learnt technical terms like chiasmus, litotes, and paronomasia 
and after two years were expected to be able to identify, analyse and evaluate under 
examination conditions the effects of an unknown poet’s use of a host of technical 
features in a previously unseen poem. Such an education produced an impossible 
Model Reader whose ferocious scrutiny was crippling to the writing process.  
Within ten years I was teaching Senior English in Queensland in a genre-based 
program that had little to say about poetry as a genre. This was superseded by what 
was designated as Critical Literacy: an approach which reduced all writing to ‘texts’ 
and taught students to look for gaps and silences, to make statements about how the 
poem represented discourses, to produce alternative and resistant readings. Such an 
education produces a Model Reader who doesn’t like poetry, sits in a bunker taking 
pot shots at any suggestion of an idea it doesn’t agree with and insists the poet pay the 
appropriate party dues.  
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Each of these different reading practices approach poetry from a different direction 
and thus create a very different Model Reader for the draft.  
My narrative is also corroborated by other narratives. Fashions in reading poetry 
within English-speaking universities have changed in the same period. Discussing the 
falling away of the habit of paying attention to the formal features of poetry, Derek 
Attridge writes 
In a period when the primary focus of critical attention is still for the most part 
on historical context, on political and ideological issues, on the material, the 
economic, the psychological, these inadequate accounts of form are rarer than 
they once were—but only because form is now often simply left out of the 
account. Poetry is talked and written about as though it were prose. (2013, pp. 
8-9) 
John Barry has described and criticized the current fashion for ‘Context’ in reading 
and teaching literature in general (2007) and in poetry (2013) in particular. In the last 
decades of the twentieth century, one was more likely to read discussions of the anti-
Semitic nature of T.S. Eliot or his poems, or both (see Ricks 1988) and to what extent 
Pound’s fascism should be taken into account when reading his Cantos. In Uses of 
Literature, Rita Felski surveys the changes to literary study and its effects on the way 
critics use texts both as professional readers and teachers. Stating, ‘The negative has 
become inescapably, overbearingly the normative’ (2008, p. 3) she describes the 
situation where literary and cultural critics  
…are called on to adopt poses of analytical detachment, critical vigilance, 
guarded suspicion; humanities scholars suffer from a terminal case of irony, 
driven by an uncontrollable urge to put everything in scare quotes. 
Problematizing, interrogating, and subverting are the default options, the 
deeply grooved patterns of contemporary thought. ‘Critical reading’ is the 
holy grail of literary studies, endlessly evoked in mission statements, 
graduation speeches, and conversations with deans, a slogan that peremptorily 
assigns all value to the act of reading and none to the objects read. (2008, pp. 
2-3) 
This approach is nowhere more evident than in Terry Eagleton’s popular How to Read 
a Poem (2007). For Eagleton, the purpose of literary criticism is political. Such an 
approach is not likely to produce insights to help the poet in the editing process and it 
creates a Model Reader whose negative attention is on the content or ideology of the 
poem to be written.  
In the universities poetry and literature’s privileged position was being usurped by 
Theory. As Crawford narrates: 
It is hard not to suspect that in some sections of modern academia theoretical 
discourse has been seen as more important than poetry, or as replacing poetry, 
with producers of theory being valued more highly (in economic and other 
terms) than makers of verse. Introducing Hélène Cixous at the University of 
California, Irvine, in 1990, Jacques Derrida presented her as not a theorist but 
as ‘very much a poet’. Derrida was trying to praise Cixous, using the word 
‘poet’ as a term of approbation. Yet some writers of verse will resent 
Derrida’s use of such terminology. To them it might appear that, for a time at 
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least, theory became the prized poetry of academia, displacing or at best 
menacingly policing the business of fiddling with stanza-breaks and line-
endings. Poetry, verse was elitist, technically baffling, less interesting than 
prose. It was shunted down the corridor, a few doors beyond Media Studies. 
(2001, p. 16) 
I am still (in 2017) teaching a course to year twelve students that introduces them to a 
range of literary theories as the core business of the subject. Harwood’s satiric 
description of a literary conference has an element of truth: 
One of the main items of business would appear to be A’s objections to B’s 
critique of C’s hypothesis about what might happen if D’s methodology were 
applied to E’s analysis of F’s theory of interpretation, this being the current 
‘state of the question’. Some of the participants could no doubt be found 
talking about poems and novels in a familiar way, but mostly after hours, in 
quiet corners, with a slightly furtive air. (1995, p. 18)   
In summary, the aim of a literary academic education is to produce competent critical 
readers and their competence is defined by their ability to produce readings within the 
conventions of the discourse currently in fashion. What these approaches do have in 
common is the assumption that a poem is something to be interpreted. Jonathan Culler 
has recently criticized the idea that ‘the goal of reading a lyric is to produce a new 
interpretation’ (2015, p. 5) which he sees as underwriting so much lyric theory and 
pedagogy.  
This act of critical interpretation constructs a model of poetic production. Clare Regan 
Kinney makes the assumption explicit from a critical perspective when she writes; 
‘The author will select a form suitable to the mood and pace of his matter. One cannot 
imagine Paradise Lost, for example, being narrated in the rhymed tetrameter of 
L’Allegro’ (1992, p. 6). In this model, the poet begins with a prose idea (the content), 
which he or she then encodes into a poem (the form) and sends to a reader whose job 
it is to crack the rhetorical surface of the text to retrieve that initial prose idea. If the 
poem is ‘difficult’, the activity requires a professional critic to perform the operation. 
Laura Riding and Robert Graves criticized the idea that the purpose of a reading is to 
‘get behind’ the poem to its imagined prose origin (1927, pp. 67ff). Louis MacNeice 
made the point forcibly: ‘This crude distinction [between Form and Content] has its 
uses but it has made the writing of poetry appear superficially easy but actually 
impossible; all you have got to do is get the Right Content and put it into the Right 
Form’ (1987, p. 11).    
I have written technical manuals, travel articles, reviews, expedition reports, 
professional essays, work units, research papers and commissioned histories. In all of 
these I knew what I was going to say before I started writing. My task was to convey 
that information as clearly as possible in a suitable form. But this is not how I write 
poems and I think it is a very limited, reductive approach to writing them. Writing 
expository prose is like going on a journey with a time table and a specific destination. 
Writing a poem can be an act of exploration.   
Whether one reads critical work focussed on form or content or a blurring of the two 
there is an attendant problem. At the highest level, highly trained, sophisticated 
readers produce readings of existing texts for a small group of readers who share (or 
are required to share, in the case of students) their values and assumptions. Critics of 
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the process have tracked the way that throughout the twentieth century literary critical 
discourse gradually moved away from any attempt to engage ‘general readers’. The 
distance between critical readings and the experience of reading becomes a problem if 
one is reading in order to understand how a poem might be put together. If, as Clark 
suggests, the writing process involves imagining the future reception of the text, does 
it need to be designed for such a critical Model Reader? Or is there a danger that the 
poet might design the text specifically for a reader who will never encounter it?  
Thus, armed with my radical scepticism but still following Eliot, Csikszentmihalyi 
and Bourdieu’s advice, I started out to read ‘the great poems’ or ‘the major poems’ of 
the twentieth century. I did not discriminate between narrative and non-narrative 
works. Nor did I try to read all the poems or the critical works I eventually consulted 
about some of them before I started to write Anhaga. Reading and writing informed 
and shaped each other as a dynamic process. In this way creative practice differs 
markedly from my experience of formal scholarly research. Usually, in that space, 
one has the answer then one starts writing.  
I began with long poems that criticism identified as important, like The Waste Land 
and the Cantos, but my reading soon became willfully indiscriminate. Rather than 
demonstrating Eliot’s ‘ridiculous amount of erudition’ it involved nothing more than a 
willingness to keep reading. It was also very enjoyable. The texts I read are listed 
separately in the Appendix.  
My reading list helped me to extend my investigation of the implications of Eliot’s 
statement. The advantages of the list relate to writing poems. The problems they 
illuminate are aspects of critical discourse. Those problems are the reason why this 
exegesis does not engage at any length with theoretical discussions about ‘narrative 
poetry’ or become involved in critical attempts to define terms like ‘verse novel’. 
However, the advantages can be described first.  
The list allowed me to see how other writers had approached ‘narrative verse’. It gave 
me a wide range of practical examples that allowed me to consider and discard certain 
possibilities before I started writing and while I was writing.  
I do not see ‘a poem’ as a text with an immutable monolithic set of characteristics. 
While most people, faced with this statement, respond by asking ‘who does?’, the 
way in which we are taught to ‘read a poem’, or discussions of ‘narrative poetry’, or 
attempts to define ‘lyric’ poetry, always in the singular, reveal such a belief. In the 
twenty-first century there are as many different types of poem as there are poets.  
It follows from this that writing a poem involves making choices. If a poem is a text 
which can exist at any point on any number of continua then the more texts the writer 
can use to mark out those continua, the more choices the writer has. For example, the 
draft can be moved towards either end of an imaginary line. I could call one end of 
that line Modernist, Postmodernist, Experimental, or Avant-Garde, but each of these 
terms require defining and are ultimately vague. Rather, I think of the option as 
towards Pound or towards Not Pound. At one end of my version of this line is the 
Pound of the Pisan Cantos, which marks the limits of my ambition in that direction. 
‘Not Pound’ I mark with Paddy Kavanagh, the Kavanagh of ‘Kerr’s Ass’ and The 
Great Hunger.  
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What the variety in my reading list allows me to do, rather than worry about 
definitions, is mark out each particular continuum using specific texts. As a poet 
mapping the theoretical limits of the box for my own purposes the arrangements do 
not have to be justified in the same way a categorical critical study would require. 
What was important was the range of samples. I was educating my ambitions as a 
writer. 
My first major choice was whether or not I would write in a set form: either in regular 
metre, or regular stanzas like Fredy Neptune, or in strict rhyming forms like The 
Golden Gate or Time’s Fool or the kind of self-imposed structures of Ciaran Carson’s 
For All We Know. I decided against a set form. This had nothing to do with Kinney’s 
claim that ‘the author will select a form suitable to the mood and pace of his matter’ 
(1992 p. 6). She may not be able to imagine Paradise Lost in rhymed tetrameter but I 
can. My choice was partly writerly self-preservation; I did not think I could write 150 
pages of rhyming verse without sounding like someone struggling to write 150 pages 
of rhyming verse. But I had also decided early on that I was going to write my 
narrative as a sequence, and I like the idea of the poems in a sequence offering variety 
to both the reader and the writer. This decision had unforeseen implications: most of 
the general critical discussions of ‘narrative poetry’ (Kinney 1992, Morgan 2009, 
Fischer 1991, and McHale in his articles) are about poems that use set verse forms. 
This is a practical illustration of the advantages of Practice-Led Research for my 
thesis.  
As a poet mapping my possibilities, I am also free to acknowledge the feeling that 
some of these texts, like some of the critical texts I read, rely on readers assuming that 
if only they were more intelligent or more perceptive, or simply had the time, they 
could extract coherence, story and value when all three are missing. Umberto Eco, 
discussing Model Readers and Open and Closed texts, implies a line stretching from 
Superman Comics at one end to Finnegans Wake at the other (Eco 1981 pp. 8-11). 
For Eco, the more open the text the more it requires a specific Model Reader to 
realize its possibilities. Closed texts ‘can be read in various ways, each way being 
independent from the others’ (p. 9). ‘When reading a Fleming novel or a Superman 
comic strip, one can at most guess what kind of reader their authors had in mind, not 
which requirements a “good” reader should meet’ (p. 9). On the other hand 
The ‘ideal reader’ of Finnegans Wake cannot be a Greek reader of the second 
Century B.C. or an illiterate man of Aran. The reader is strictly defined by the 
lexical and the syntactical organization of the text: the text is nothing else but 
the semantic-pragmatic production of its own Model Reader. (p. 10)  
My list suggests Eco may be wrong where modern poetry is concerned. The further 
poems go towards the Finnegans Wake end of the line where jumbled syntax and 
‘subverted’ grammar are common and deliberate postmodern weak narrativity 
frustrates narrative, the more readers can do anything they like with the text as it 
doesn’t seem to have been designed for any special purpose or any Model Reader 
with any specific set of skills or knowledge. There were texts where I had no sense 
that my presence as a reader was required. I could privately wonder why anyone had 
thought they were worth publishing and use them as negative examples. The drafts of 
my work can be moved towards certain models of excellence; they can be moved 
away from others.  
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Part of the solution to the question of how to use critical discourse was that the 
context of my ambition to write a narrative gave my reading its focus. I was very 
consciously looking at the way other writers wrote. It pushed me beyond the limits of 
my own reading practice, which has to be a major benefit of the exercise. If I failed to 
read texts, I read about them. Zukofsky’s “A” provides a good example. No matter 
how much critical reading I did about it, an ongoing attempt which included Barry 
Ahearn’s full-length study (1982), the discussion by Bob Perelman (1994), the essays 
collected by Carroll Terrell (1979) and Basil Bunting’s lectures (in Makin,1999), it 
remains beyond my reading tolerance. At least I knew what I was not experiencing.  
 
Arguments about genres and general discussions of narrative are fascinating but their 
usefulness to me as a writer are limited. There is much to be learnt critically and 
historically from reading Rosenthal and Gall’s (1983) work on the modern sequence 
or Roland Greene’s (1991) historical perspective on the same topic but the poet trying 
to learn how to write has to read them as though overhearing a conversation in a 
foreign language, hoping to pick up an insight that can then be translated into 
something he or she can use. Critical attempts to argue the virtues of a specific text 
tended to be more useful.   
 
The other advantage of such a lengthy list was that it gave me a bank of material 
against which any number of critical and theoretical statements could be measured. I 
think this is crucial if one is going to navigate literary academic discourse. There is a 
tendency in critical discussions of narrative poetry, for example, for the critic to focus 
on a limited range of texts. Pragmatically, this is unavoidable. But either the critic 
refuses to generalize, in which case the conclusions are limited to the poems that are 
studied, or the critic generalizes and the usefulness of the conclusion is undermined 
by the limited sample and cannot be applied to poems that are not like the ones in the 
study.  
The problem is illustrated by Clare Regan Kinney’s Strategies of Poetic Narrative 
(1992), one of the first full-length studies of the subject. Her focus is on three pre-
Romantic texts; Troilus and Criseyde, Book VI of The Faerie Queene, and Paradise 
Lost, with a final chapter on The Waste Land as an example of ‘anti-narrative’.  
She claims that her texts demonstrate three characteristics: ‘The question of form’ (pp. 
5-14), intertextuality (pp. 14-23), and ‘The maker’s need to authenticate or authorize 
the creating self’ (pp. 23-30). 
However, the kind of conscious intertextuality Kinney discusses, what she calls ‘the 
reappropriation and recreation of previous literary texts’ (p. 14) is a characteristic of 
medieval and early-modern fictive texts in general. As a characteristic of narrative 
poetry, it tends to fade away from the end of the eighteenth century onwards as 
concepts of ‘originality’ become more important in the production of poems. In the 
narrative poems in my Appendix very few from the twentieth century or early twenty-
first exhibit it at all. The same is true for ‘the maker’s need to authenticate or 
authorize the creating self’ (pp. 23-30) which is a very medieval, early-modern 
approach to writing.  
Therefore, two of her three characteristics are not unique to poetry, a fact she 
acknowledges (p. 15); however, nor do they apply to all or even the majority of 
narrative poems written after the eighteenth century. Even her discussion of form, 
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which argues that there is an inherent doubling in poetic narrative between ‘narrative’ 
and ‘poem’ relies on a reading of poetic form anachronistic to her three poets, which 
also ignores the actual experience of reading and at the same time is difficult to apply 
to narrative poems written in free verse. Wide reading suggests her three 
characteristics cannot be regarded as defining qualities of narrative poems or even as 
essential elements of them.  
The advantages of reading are unsurprising. Anyone who practices an activity 
benefits from studying other practitioners. The immediate critical problem is that 
there is no way the list in the Appendix can ever be ‘completed’. The paradigm of 
literary research: that the student masters everything that has been written in his or her 
field and then produces something original which contributes to it, is called into 
question by the sheer volume of available material.  
This point has been made for literary criticism by John Harwood (1995, p. 22); 
furthermore, several of the key critical texts in my discussion were published after I 
had begun this PhD. Nor is this a problem confined to PhD candidates. Jonathan 
Culler’s magisterial Theory of the Lyric, published in 2015, does not mention the 
work of Peter Hühn and Jans Keifer (2005) or Werner Wolf (2005) which he might be 
expected to need to engage with.  
That there will always be a text I have not read was bought home to me when I 
discovered Val Warner’s Tooting Idyll after Anhaga had been published. ‘Mary Chay’, 
one of the three sequences in the book, is the story of a murder told in fractured first-
person viewpoints. It would have provided a salutary lesson in how to avoid 
confusing the reader. I discovered this sequence because I was reading Peter Barry’s 
Literature in Contexts (2007) for teaching purposes. Perhaps the most revealing 
comment is his summing up of his discussion of Tooting Idyll:  
The astonishing quality and seriousness of ‘Mary Chay’ is obvious on every 
page, and it is an indictment of the profession that work of such quality and 
intensity can pass virtually unnoticed. (p. 164)  
I suspect a great deal of quality work goes utterly unnoticed by ‘the profession’. Once 
I had read the ‘canonical works’ my random but extensive reading was a useful 
approach to finding texts that would not have emerged through more conventional, 
library-based research techniques. 
My list illustrates the problems of definition that haunt critical discussions of poetry 
and demonstrates the truth of Raymond Williams claim that ‘the insight cannot be 
sealed over. When the most basic concepts—the concepts, as it is said, from which we 
begin—are suddenly seen to be not concepts but problems’ (1977, p. 11). I will 
briefly illustrate this by discussing the problem of defining ‘poetry’ and then focus on 
the issue of genre.  
The most glaring characteristic of the works in the Appendix is how little they have in 
common. It is well known that defining ‘poetry’ is difficult.  
The difficulty of crafting a precise definition of poetry that could include high-
art formalism and Creole performance poetry, sonnets and collage poems, W. 
B. Yeats and Gertrude Stein, should not be underestimated. (Ramazani 2012, 
p. 3) 
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With two exceptions—My Life, and Traffic—all the works in the Appendix are 
published, or at least identified at point of sale, as poetry. Any definition of poetry 
that can include Times’ Fool, The Battlefield Where the Moon Says I Love You as well 
as a poem by Yeats and the Old English ‘The Wanderer’ is going to be so broad as to 
be useless. However, as I discussed above, we learn to ‘read a poem’ and the 
implication is that all poems can be read—analyzed and evaluated—the same way. 
What defines a text as a poem may be nothing more than a reading practice that is 
willing to treat the text as a poem. For example, Thomas Dilworth argues that David 
Jones’ In Parenthesis is an epic poem, not a prose work as most readers think. 
Dilworth states: ‘Most of In Parenthesis is not in verse, yet it is nearly all poetry, 
which is language used to its maximum potential. It is an epic poem’ (2008, p. 20).8 
McHale (2009) and Eagleton (2007) have both made recent attempts to define poetry. 
The fact their definitions are so different and exclude so much, highlights the 
problem. 
In Poetry and its Others (2014), Jahan Ramazani discusses the problems of defining 
poetry at length (pp. 1-16) before claiming, ‘My wager is that we gain insight into 
what poetry is, or at least what it understands itself to be, by examining closely its 
interplay with what it is not’ (p. 16). He sketches a brief history of the dialogic 
relation of poetry to the novel.  
In trying to bracket poetry from what it is not, Ramazani demonstrates the problems 
of definition. As with Kinney, noted above, the characteristics that Ramazani 
identifies as characteristics of ‘verse novels’ are not unique to stories written in verse, 
nor do they appear in all or a majority of verse narratives.  
If some ‘verse novels’ are characterized by ‘densely layered wordplay, interlingual 
punning, and compressed code switching’ (p. 21) there are many narrative poems in 
my list which do not have any of those qualities. Secondly, if these qualities are 
absent from many of the poems I have read, it’s difficult to see how they are not 
present in the ‘prose’ writing of James Joyce, Gertrude Stein, Samuel Beckett, 
Virginia Woolf et al.  It’s not an issue of the blurring of generic boundaries, or 
‘hybridization’; the generic boundaries were never exact and the genres were never 
‘pure’, even in Athens in the fifth century BC.  
Since the period of modernism, the boundaries between poetry and prose cannot be 
defined by setting up idealized versions of the novel or a poem. It becomes obvious 
that a critical response to the question, ‘What is the difference between a story told in 
poems and a story told in prose?’ requires a distinction between ‘poetry’ and ‘prose’ 
which my reading list suggests is no longer viable in the twenty-first century.  
Any attempt to move from trying to define ‘poetry’ to trying to subdivide the works in 
the Appendix encounters the same problem of definition. Critical discussions of 
narrative, such as Kinney’s and Morgan’s, posit narrative poetry as a genre or mode 
in opposition to lyric, but the opposition is undermined by the impossibility of !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
8 Dilworth repeats this definition as a footnote to the Preface to his 2017 biography of 
Jones. Neither In Parenthesis nor The Anathemata originally appeared on Faber’s 
poetry list. The latter only in 1970, the former not until in 1988. (Details in Dilworth 
2017, p. 273) 
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defining ‘lyric’. However, as a way of tying together the threads of this chapter, I 
want to suggest the practical value of being aware of the difference between treating 
genre as a critical problem and seeing it as a creative possibility.  
Daniel Chandler (1997) demonstrates that Genre Theory is a contested field to an 
unusual extent. Genres in poetry are notoriously difficult to define (Ramazani 2012, 
pp. 4ff). There is a tendency to reference a taxonomy that dates back to Athens in the 
fourth century BC, as both Morgan (2009, p. 4) and Culler (2015, p. 1, pp. 51ff) do, 
trying to establish some kind of distinction between narrative and lyric with drama 
and epic lurking in the background.  
Whatever the value or accuracy of an inevitably partial description of ‘literature’ in 
Athens in the fourth century BC, trying to fit the diversity and range of modern 
literary practice, which Aristotle could not have foreseen, into rusty classical buckets 
seems like trying to perform open heart surgery using Aristotle’s understanding of 
medicine.  
Such attempts to trace literature back to its origins also reveal the difficulties facing 
the literary critic or the poet trying to follow their arguments. To follow critically does 
indeed require Eliot’s ‘ridiculous amount of erudition’ although it is unfortunate that 
he chose ‘ridiculous’ as the adjective. If one is sceptical, one might ask how well the 
critics know or understand the source they are using. Morgan (2009, p. 4) claims: 
‘From this [the opening of Poetics] springs the long-lasting division of poetry into 
narrative, lyric and drama’. Culler ascribes the same tripartite division to critics of the 
eighteenth century, and claims ‘but in the Poetics itself lyric poetry figures only under 
the heading of melopoeia, as a minor component of tragedy (the sung parts of 
tragedy), and not as a genre in its own right’ (2015, p. 51).  
Daniel Albright’s Lyricality in English Verse (1985) begins: ‘In one sense there is no 
such thing as a lyric’ (p. 1). He argued that lyric is a mode rather than a genre.  
What invention could a writer proffer, besides a Defoe novel, that would be 
grounds for demanding our money back if it had been sold to us as a lyrical 
book? Where nothing can frustrate expectation, there is no genre. (p. 2) 
After over two hundred and fifty pages of detailed analysis he concluded: ‘I have 
asked myself many times exactly what the criteria are for identifying a given poem as 
a lyric; I have been unable to draw up a satisfying list’ (p. 259).  
One critical way of dealing with the problem is to sidestep it. Peter Dronke, in what 
was the canonical critical discussion of the lyric poetry of the Middle Ages, wrote, 
‘The poetry here presented is so genuinely varied that I hope to be forgiven if I do not 
begin with a discussion or definition of the nature of lyric itself’ (1968, p. 10).  
On the other hand, in the last twenty years there has been a sustained attempt to define 
‘lyric’. Eve Muller-Zettlemann and Margaret Rubik, in their introduction to Theory 
into Poetry (2005), lament that one of the great paradoxes of modern literary theory is 
that ‘Despite the fact that for the last thirty years we have witnessed a search for well-
founded theories, for the lyric, […] there is neither a generally accepted and 
comprehensive definition nor a differentiated toolkit for analysis’ (p. 7). Peter Hühn, 
in the same volume, describes the ‘unsatisfactory state of poetry criticism’, which is 
‘increasingly being deplored as deficient’ and concludes ‘Attempts at a conclusive 
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definition of poetry as a genre after the model of narrative fiction or drama have 
failed’ (p. 147). The publication in 2015 of Jonathan Culler’s Theory of the Lyric, is 
unlikely to put the discussion to rest.  
To the sceptic on the edges of the box this critical inability to define the crucial terms 
of the argument or the critical willingness to ignore the problem, raises questions 
about the quality of the arguments, the conclusions and the methodology.    
On the other hand, rather than see genre as a critical problem it is possible to see it as 
a creative possibility. In Stanley Greenfield’s useful phrase, genres establish a 
‘horizon of meaning’ (1972, p. 12) and this was something I was interested in 
exploiting in my creative product.  
I would suggest that when discussing fictional narrative poems, or poetic narratives, 
or verse novels, the tendency to ignore the genres of modern fiction is unhelpful. The 
critical tendency is to assume that the genres of prose fiction are something that have 
to be subverted or distorted or undermined if the poet is to be credible. (McHale’s 
entry in the Routledge Encyclopedia of Narrative demonstrates the point). However, 
The Monkey’s Mask has far more in common with Raymond Chandler’s work than it 
does with Fredy Neptune. Fredy Neptune has more in common with any number of 
fictional or factual first-person war memoirs and both of them have very little in 
common with the Cantos or The Battlefield Where the Moon Says I Love You. Rather 
than trying to fit poems into categories like ‘lyric’ and ‘narrative’, or trying to 
untangle what is lyric and what is narrative in the poems narrative poems can be 
usefully considered as examples of fictional genres.  
Doing so allows me to approach my question about the difference between a narrative 
in poetry and one in prose from a practical direction. First one considers the story, 
then one can consider the narrative discourse. In doing so, one might discover ways of 
exploiting features of poems which might not be equally possible in prose.  
To take ‘mystery and suspense’ as a starting point: it is necessary to accept that this 
fictional genre is loose and can be subdivided into various well-known but equally 
loose sub-genres with experimental variations on all of them. It is then possible to 
place The Monkey’s Mask, Quiver, ‘Mary Chay’, Bunny, I have to go back to 1994 
and Kill a Girl, What a Piece of Work, and Ghost Writer into the fictional genre of 
‘mystery and suspense’. To take the most well-known example, The Monkey’s Mask 
belongs to the hard-boiled school. Jill the narrator is Phillip Marlowe’s literary 
granddaughter. Reading it as a variation on the Chandler/Hammet story type offers a 
more instructive ‘horizon of meaning’ than worrying about whether it is a ‘narrative 
sequence’ or a ‘verse novel’ or what it shares with The Faerie Queene.  
Quiver, by Deryn Rees-Jones, is described on its cover as a murder mystery. It reads 
like one: there is a crime, a police investigation, suspects, the generically inevitable 
suggestion of adultery but at the end of the story the ‘solution’ to the crime is not 
clear. Peter Barry sums up his reaction: ‘a “murder mystery”, as the book bills itself, 
must have a coherent scenario which allows for plausible solutions to that mystery, 
even if speculative answers in the plural, rather than the answer in the singular, are 
what we are left with’ (2007 p. 168). However, there is more than one type of ‘murder 
mystery’ and Barry’s ‘must have’ is debatable. As David Schmidt says in his lecture 
on the mystery and suspense genre:  
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Writers of experimental mystery and suspense fiction tend to view the genre 
as one that makes a fetish out of closure, resolution, and certainty, and they 
want to deconstruct those things. But the other reason experimental writers are 
attracted to mystery and suspense fiction is that it is a highly self-conscious 
genre, especially when it comes to the issue of how stories are constructed. In 
experimental mystery fiction, therefore, we see writers rework traditional 
understandings of plot, character, clues, and resolution in surprising and 
enlightening ways. (Schmidt, 2016) !
It is more profitable to read Quiver in the context of this quotation. While there is a 
murder, what seems important is the development of the narrator’s self-confidence as 
a writer, the re-establishment of her relationship with her husband and her pregnancy. 
It is possible to argue that the conventions of the murder mystery have, in Schmidt’s 
terms, been ‘reworked’, not abandoned. Given that Rees-Jones is the editor of Modern 
Women’s Poetry (2005) and the author of Consorting with Angels, Essays on Modern 
Women’s Poetry (2005), it is also possible to argue for a deliberate ‘feminist’ revision 
of the linear murder mystery, a revision which resists the kind of closure and faith in 
reason and logic one finds from Poe’s Dupin, to the CSI franchise. Recognising 
something more is happening here than a straight classical murder mystery opens up 
the text to a discussion of whether or not ‘reworking the genre’ produces something 
‘enlightening’. It also realizes the question of how far one can ‘rework’ a genre before 
the genre becomes unrecognisable or the end result ceases to appeal to readers of that 
genre. 
One of the perceptible walls of Bourdieu’s box is that high seriousness, what Seamus 
Heaney called ‘gravitas’, is the default characteristic in both poetry and academic 
discussions of it. Neo-classical ideas of decorum still dominate the field. In this 
context, it seems ironic that one of the shocks of reading The Monkey’s Mask when it 
first appeared was not the explicit descriptions of sex or the language Porter’s 
characters use but the fact it was so enjoyable to read.  
Genre fiction still suggests ‘popular’ literature with all the negative connotations that 
term had and possibly still has in critical discourse. The impression most critics and 
poets give is that ‘poetry’ is far too important and serious to be lumped together with 
Le Fanu’s Carmilla or Christie’s The Murder of Roger Ackroyd. Not much has 
changed since Ezra Pound railed against a critic who had described ‘The Wanderer’ 
and ‘The Seafarer’ as ‘entertainment’ (1954, pp. 64-65). I can see a line running from 
Chaucer’s Pardoner, through Wyatt’s speakers, via Browning’s dramatic monologues 
to Le Fanu, Chandler and Christie and on to the prose of Bret Easton Ellis. As a writer 
of poems, I wanted to explore these connections but I wanted to do it in a way that 
produced an end result that might entertain a Naive Model Reader as well as keep my 
Critical Model Reader busy.  
If entering the domain of literary criticism is an unavoidable step for Eliot’s poet, then 
entering it armed with a radical scepticism seems the best way to progress. In my next 
chapter I want to describe a specific example of how critical response, education and 
creative response are linked. To do that I will turn towards Old English poetry, which 
apart from its intrinsic interest as poetry, has a peculiar position on the outskirts of 
Bourdieu’s box.   
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Chapter(Two:(Old(English,(Reception(and(Use(
 
My creative project, Anhaga, begins with two extracts from the Old English poem 
‘The Wanderer’, translated into prose. Throughout the sequence there are other 
quotations taken directly from the poem as well as translated phrases and one crucial, 
deliberate mistranslation. There are phrases and passages that echo the poem and my 
use varies from literal translation, via adaptation, to appropriation, to something more 
like a musical improvisation on a theme. The first and last pieces use a phrase as a 
title and the last piece contains lines and phrases that are loosely translated. Although 
there are other poems that are repeatedly alluded to, quoted and misquoted, ‘The 
Wanderer’ provides the ground for the sequence. 
The advantage of turning to Old English is that it sits awkwardly in relation to English 
poetry. It provokes ways of thinking about poetry and writing poems which are 
outside dominant contemporary versions. When it became available in printed 
editions in the nineteenth century, the history of the critical reception of Old English 
was the story of an Old English poetics in collision with critical assumptions that had 
developed without reference to Old English poetry. As such, the history of Old 
English from its rediscovery in the nineteenth century to the present day demonstrates 
what happens to any text that is outside the assumptions of the reading practice it 
encounters. It offers a salutary lesson to anyone trying to write something ‘different’ 
or ‘experimental’. It suggests that reading practices are effectively normative. As 
Eugene Vinaver wrote about the critical response to the later Medieval Romances:  
The modern literary historian, with his limited range of aesthetic notions and 
his correspondingly limited critical vocabulary, is quite unable to describe, let 
alone explain, this type of structure except as an unfortunate departure from a 
recognized norm. (Vinaver 1971, p. 71) 
It’s not just literary historians who have limited critical vocabularies: we are all 
limited by the critical vocabularies at our disposal. I also want to sketch, briefly, some 
creative and critical responses to Old English as a specific example of issues raised in 
the first chapter. It is perhaps not something that could be critically proven but it is 
possible to suggest that the critical struggle to account for the alterity of texts written 
by Anglo-Saxons and the way Old English was taught in universities are directly 
related to the somewhat constrained creative responses to the same texts in the 
twentieth century.  
Old English poetry has never been part of the mainstream of the English poetic 
tradition. Although nominally part of the history of the field of cultural production 
that is poetry in English, its position is contentious. There are those who deny its link 
to modern English poetry, often using the term ‘Anglo-Saxon’ to question the 
continuity that ‘Old English’ implies.  
Chris Jones quotes James Fenton, from Fenton’s Introduction to English Poetry, as a 
representative of such attitudes:   
Some people, for instance, think that English poetry begins with the Anglo-
Saxons. I don’t, because I can’t accept that there is any continuity between the 
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traditions of Anglo-Saxon poetry and those established in English poetry by 
the time of, say, Shakespeare. And anyway Anglo-Saxon is a different 
language, which has to be learnt like any foreign language. Anglo-Saxon 
poetry may be extremely exciting and interesting, but it excites me and 
interests me (when it does) in much the same way as the Norse sagas excite. It 
is somebody else’s poetry. (Fenton qtd. in Jones 2006, p. 2)  
While Beowulf enjoyed a flourish of filmed versions at the beginning of the twenty-
first century, possibly due to the popularity of Seamus Heaney’s translation 
(published 2000), and Beowulf’s place on American survey courses ensures that stop 
animation Lego Beowulf films keep turning up on Youtube, to those outside its 
academic study, the corpus of Old English poetry is little known and often wrapped in 
outdated misconceptions. (For the latter see Frantzen 1990, especially pp. 137-44 for 
his discussion of the Norton Anthology. For Beowulf film adaptations, see Haydock 
and Risden 2013). Like the long-lost relative who turns up with a radically different 
version of the family history, it will always be a ‘familiar stranger’ (Jones 2006). For 
my part, I see a continuity between Old English and Modern English while 
acknowledging the limited relationship between Old English literature and what came 
after it.  
Old English poetry’s status as the ‘familiar stranger’ is not caused primarily by its 
formal features, but by the fact that Old English poetry played no part in the historical 
development of modern reading practices and assumptions about poetry. When Sir 
Philip Sidney was arguing a case for poetry in English in The Defence of Poetry 
(published 1595), although he was familiar with Classical Greek and Latin authors, all 
he could see in the English past was Chaucer. His comment is illuminating:  
Chaucer, undoubtedly, did excellently in his Troilus and Criseyde; of whom, 
truly, I know not whether to marvel more, either that he in that misty time 
could see so clearly, or that we in this clear age walk so stumblingly after him. 
Yet he had great wants, fit to be forgiven in so reverent antiquity. (in Shepherd 
1973, p. 110) 
Of English poetry before Chaucer, Sidney probably knew next to nothing. There are 
simple reasons for this: during the formative years of the creation of poetry in English, 
from Chaucer to Sidney, and then from Sidney onwards to the nineteenth century, Old 
English poetry was mostly unreadable and mostly unavailable.  
Although historians are still arguing over the details, ‘Anglo-Saxon England’ is 
generally accepted to have lasted from after the Roman administration withdrew 
sometime around the beginning of the fifth century AD until the Norman Conquest in 
1066. From those six centuries, only about 31,000 lines of English poetry survive—
less than the total line count of Spenser’s unfinished Fairie Queene, less than a third 
of Shakespeare’s estimated 118, 406 lines, and nowhere near as many lines of poetry 
as are published monthly in English at the moment.  
Despite the fact that ‘we still have about a thousand manuscript books, or fragments 
of such books, written or owned in Anglo-Saxon England’ and ‘more than a third of 
them are written wholly or partly in Old English, or contain at least short texts or 
glosses in that language’ (Gneuss 1991, p. 26) almost all of the surviving poetry is in 
four manuscripts, sometimes referred to as the Four Poetic Codices: The Beowulf 
Manuscript, The Exeter Book, The Vercelli Book, and the Junius Manuscript. 
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Although dating their contents is difficult, all four of the Codices were written within 
the period 975-1025. ‘These four books have little in common with each other except 
that they all contain verse. Only one, the Exeter Book, is an anthology of poetry (both 
secular and religious)’ (Scragg 1991, p. 56). It is a commonplace to note that these 
books have survived by accident and two are scarred by fire. The Exeter Book has not 
only been burnt but has been used as both chopping board and beer mat. 
However, if the books have little in common, one of the most striking features of Old 
English poetry is that 
Nowhere else in English literary history does such a heterogeneous poetic 
corpus—one that contains everything from a metrical charm against a sudden 
stitch, to a dream vision of the holy rood, to an account of the heroic pagan 
past brilliantly and seamlessly articulated within a decidedly anachronistic 
Christian framework—find expression in such a uniform poetics. (Amodio 
2004, p. 35) 
There is no surviving Anglo-Saxon manual of poetics. Although hypermetric lines 
and rhyming passages do occasionally occur, the uniformity of Old English metrics is 
possibly unique and a strong contrast to the variations of modern practice. As Mark 
Amodio points out, quoting Alan Bliss, it seems there was only one metre within 
which Old English poetry could be articulated (2004, p. 34). That metre is based on 
alternating stressed and unstressed syllables. In modern editions, a line has four 
stresses. The stresses are marked by alliteration. However, unlike the stressed syllabic 
poetry that dominated English from Chaucer to the start of the twentieth century, 
where both stressed and unstressed syllables are counted, the number of unstressed 
syllables in an Old English line can vary widely.  
Although usually written out continuously in the manuscripts, modern editors present 
the poetry as two half-lines, each with two beats, with a significant caesura. The 
scop—the Old English word for the maker of such texts—is usually anonymous with 
three exceptions: Bede, Cynewulf and Caedmon.9 The subject matter of the poems is 
traditional, Christian, and communal. As with many traditional art forms, the scop 
owned the performance, not the subject matter or the treatment. The thought and 
expression are grounded in a diction that was archaic when it was written down and 
what is written shows evidence of the heroic, oral-formulaic origins of the poetry and 
‘As is true of poetry composed within a literate poetics, poetry founded upon oral 
poetics—performative or nonperformative—ranges from the insipid to the inspired’ 
(Amodio 2004, p. 46).10  
There is considerable evidence to support the claim that the poetry we have in Old 
English belonged to a tradition that was moribund long before the Battle of Hastings 
in 1066, which conveniently marks the end of Anglo-Saxon England if not of Old 
English. (For a concise discussion see Alexander 2002, especially Chapter 10.) 
Although some Old English was still being copied in Worcester until the twelfth !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
9 Bede and Caedmon account for fourteen lines of Old English poetry between them. 
The extent of Cynewulf’s output is a famous source of scholarly contention.  
10 Most introductions and surveys of Old English summarize the above information. 
See, Scragg 1991, Shippey 1972, and Alexander 2002. 
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century, it was a foreign language to anyone who came across it after that. Unlike the 
dead languages of Latin and Classical Greek, it was never a part of a standard 
education in England and it was not until the nineteenth century that Old English 
poems were edited and became available to the public.  
The learnt reader competence that dealt with Spenser, then Tennyson and then 
switched to Eliot and then to the postmodern could not at first deal with the poems 
except to say what they did not do or how they failed. This is because for nearly 
fifteen hundred years in England ‘to be educated’ meant one had learnt Latin. R.M. 
Ogilvie wrote:  
Until 1918 English education was based upon a study of the classics. Despite 
occasional protests and haphazard experiments the system whereby all boys 
who received anything more than primary education were trained from an 
early age in the languages and literature of ancient Greece and Rome was 
perpetuated more or less unchanged from the time of the English Renaissance. 
(1964, p. xi)   
Sidney did not know Old English poetry, but his Defence testifies to his knowledge of 
Greek and Roman writers. His reference to Chaucer, which I quoted above, is 
preceded by a quotation from Ovid, which he saw no reason to translate for his reader.  
Ogilvie’s study begins in 1600, but the practice of teaching boys Latin was much 
older. From the time when the Augustine Mission re-established Latin Christianity in 
England in the late sixth century, ‘education’ involved the learning of Latin. Along 
with the knowledge of Latin grammar and vocabulary went the knowledge of Latin 
poetry that was an integral part of that education as Ogilvie demonstrates in his study. 
Students translated poetry from Latin and Greek into English, and composed poetry in 
Latin and Greek.  
As Derek Attridge has shown (1982 and 2013), the way we scan English poetry is 
based on classical models, even though it was obvious to the Renaissance writers who 
began the practice that English does not operate in the same way those languages did. 
Meredith Martin has argued, in The Rise and Fall of Meter (2012), that the 
promulgation of that dubious scansion as an integral part of a literary education was 
politically driven in the nineteenth century by a desire to standardize pronunciation 
and its dispersal throughout the education system had political and educational aims 
that had little to do with understanding poetry.  
Therefore, when Old English poetry was finally rediscovered, the standard of literary 
excellence that had developed as a dialogue with Latin and Greek classics to explain 
their perceived excellence and the contemporary models of excellence that tended to 
shift around Continental poetry (usually Italian and French, sometimes but rarely, 
German) found little to like in a poetry that did not belong to these traditions.  
If the poetry was hard to read, it seemed to be the product of an unattractive culture, 
as far removed from the perceived civilization and sophistication of classical models 
as it was possible to be without descending into parody. As Frantzen (1990) and Jones 
(2006) have shown, contemporary historians in the nineteenth century associated the 
poetry with lumbering beer-swilling Saxons. Frantzen describes the perceived culture 
of Anglo-Saxon England as  
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typified on the one hand by the machismo of carousing in beer halls, of 
treasure-giving, longing for exile, or complaining about being in exile, and, on 
the other hand, of piety and guilt, constant reminders of the need to repent in 
anticipation of the terrors of the Last Judgment. (1990, p. 2) 
The revival of interest and awareness of Old English poetry was an integral part of the 
medievalism of the nineteenth century and, as Chris Jones points out, ‘The 
comparatively late flowering of the Old English branch of medievalism is concurrent 
with, and partly accounted for, by the rise of English studies as an academic discipline’ 
(2006, p. 4). However, even the philologists whose work made the literature available 
were apologetic. In Good Bye to All That, Robert Graves, who went to Oxford in the 
immediate aftermath of the First World War, describes how  
The Anglo-Saxon lecturer was candid about his subject. He said that it was of 
purely linguistic interest, that there was hardly a line of Anglo-Saxon extant of 
the slightest literary merit. (1929, p. 366)  
Graves disagreed but was in the minority. Until the late 1970s, a year of Old English 
was compulsory in most Honours English courses in England, but even so its 
advocates were still apologetic. In The Early English Poems (1966), Michael 
Alexander’s successful translations for the Penguin Classics, the second paragraph of 
his introduction begins: ‘Anglo-Saxon will never be considered one of the great 
literatures of the world’ (p. 7).  
The way it was taught did not help. As an undergraduate (from 1979-1982), studying 
Old English and Medieval Welsh, it was obvious that we were not learning grammar 
and vocabulary in order to learn how to translate poetry, but translating in order to 
learn grammar and vocabulary. In three years of Old English study I don’t remember 
anyone suggesting the poems were worthy of interest as poems or enjoyable to read. 
My experience was very similar to Allen Frantzen’s description:  
Many former doctoral candidates recall their graduate course in Old English, 
and courses in Beowulf in particular, as a horror of monotonous grammar drills 
and tedious translation of words that were to be found only once or twice in a 
text but still, for some reason, had to be looked up many times. (Frantzen 1990, 
p. 2) 
Frantzen omits from the ‘horror’ the study and attempted application of the ‘5-type’ 
system of Eduard Sievers that for students of Old English replaced the complicated 
scansion of modern poetry with five types of line that claimed to account for the 
distribution of stresses in each half-line of poetry.11  
Edward Irving Jr. concludes his descriptions of his early, baffled encounters with 
Beowulf. ‘If we judge Beowulf by novelistic standards, it shows us a cast of ornately 
dressed and stuffed (or stuffy) mannequins, always ready to restate the obvious, 
acting out rituals as obscure as they are strenuous’ (Irving 1989, p. 2). As he went on 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
11 Shippey 1972, pp. 100ff provides a summary of Sievers as does Jones 2006, pp. 
245-46. A detailed and concise discussion of the characteristics of Old English Verse, 
including Sievers’ types, is given by Scragg 1991. 
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to explain: ‘So long as we look in the poem for what is not to be found, and ignore 
what is there, we continue to have trouble understanding it’ (p. 2).   
One of the lessons one can take from the reception of Old English is summed up in 
Irving’s comment. Critics and readers had trouble with the poems because their 
reading practice did not prepare them for the texts and rather than deal with what was 
there they dealt with what was missing. 
There was an uneasy awareness, even amongst those who promoted them, that the 
texts did not operate according to modern assumptions about poetry. However, it was 
possible, though unusual, to see this as a positive feature. One of the reasons I liked, 
and still admire, Tom Shippey’s book is because it was the only text I read at the time 
that tried to make a case for the poetry as poetry.  He did this by accepting the 
strangeness of Old English poetry. In ‘Why Old English’, his introductory chapter to 
Old English Verse he wrote: 
Unlike, say, Virgil or Horace, but like the products of oral epic, Old English 
poetry stubbornly resists the current of modern criticism. It does not try to 
reach what we could recognize as a goal; though consistent and regular, it is, 
by any of our standards, odd. (1972, p. 12) 
Comparing it to the critical assumptions common in his own day, he continued: 
If one considers the widely varying remarks on poetry of respected modern 
writers, one can see that in spite of all arguments there is a substantial body of 
agreement. As a first principle it is assumed that in poetry all words are 
weighed. The poet’s job is essentially to combine (one thinks of Eliot’s 
famous remark about Spinoza-and-the-typewriter-and-the dinner-cooking); but 
the reader is assured that whatever has been put in is relevant, even if by 
association rather than strict logic. On the one hand, words have to be used 
with the utmost care; on the other, their combined effect may be such as to 
outdistance completely the range of prosaic criticism.   
[…] The principles, to sum up, are unity, relevance, ambiguity, individuality; 
principles which can be seen and have been demonstrated everywhere in 
English literature from Shakespeare to Pope, from Donne to Yeats. To this 
Hamlet-like subtlety, Old English Poetry returns the blank stare of the player 
without a personality. (pp. 12-13) 
But if Shippey was aware of the alterity of Old English, his book was exciting 
because he saw this difference as positive. He wrote, ‘If, then, successful poetry can 
be written against the grain of general modern acceptance, it would seem essential for 
every student of poetry to know about it, and about the way it works’ (p. 13). He also 
wrote that since ‘our modern tradition is totally alien to it, in learning Old English one 
gains not just some modifications of insight but a second eye and a discovery of 
perspective’ (pp. 13-14).   
The poem modern readers know as ‘The Wanderer’ takes up folios 76r-78r in what is 
now called The Exeter Book. As it contains most of the Old English poems modern 
readers know (other than Beowulf, ‘The Battle of Maldon’ and ‘The Dream of the 
Rood’) it could be argued that if the book had not survived, then neither would the 
Old English poetry most readers consider worth reading. The book is held in the 
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Cathedral Library in Exeter where it has been since the eleventh century. It has 
survived, despite significant wear and tear, because, as the Cathedral Librarian told 
me, ‘No one throws anything out of a Cathedral library.’ As with most Old English 
poems, there is only one surviving version of ‘The Wanderer’.  
I first encountered the poem in Michael Alexander’s translation for Penguin Classics 
(1966), which I read in the 1970s. That book was one of the main reasons I 
specialized in Medieval Literature at university. His description of the poem provides 
a convenient starting point. 
The Wanderer consists essentially of two speeches linked by a moralizing 
passage. The first speech is that of an ‘earth-stepper’ (eardstapa), a word 
meaning ‘wanderer’ or ‘grasshopper’. His weird is to roam the seas in search 
of a lord to replace his dead ‘gold-friend’. At verse 29 (in the Anglo-Saxon) he 
begins to speak of himself in the third person, the better to manage the sorrow 
he feels when he imagines himself back in the meadhall. At the end of his 
speech he reverts to the first person, thinking how, soon or late, the same fate 
befalls every ‘earl’. (Alexander 1966, p. 67)  
The poem opens with a man in the worst situation his society can imagine. He has lost 
everything external that gives his life meaning and safety: his kin, the bonds of fealty 
that tied him to his lord, the social and legal definitions and protection those afforded, 
the obligations that shaped his behavior and gave him purpose. He has lost his country, 
he is alone, at sea in winter, adrift in a hostile world looking for a context. There is 
nothing romantic about his isolation. He cannot even expect to land where his 
language is spoken or where he may be given the chance to explain himself before the 
locals kill him. 
It is important for my purposes to stop here and point out that although ‘The Exile’s 
Prayer’ has been suggested as an alternative title, the eardstapa is not ‘an exile’. He 
may be forced by circumstance to ‘Wadan wraeclastas’ (l. 5a) (‘travel the paths of 
exile’), but the primary meaning of exile as a noun, as attested by the OED, is 
someone who has been banished: ‘Enforced removal from one’s native land according 
to an edict or sentence’ (Exile, Noun, Sense 1). ‘Exile’, in Anglo-Saxon society, was 
neither romantic nor catastrophic for the individual. If the eardstapa had been an exile, 
as an Anglo-Saxon aristocrat he would probably have viewed it as an expected, if 
unwelcome, part of his life and passed his time abroad plotting his return. As the work 
of Barlow (2002) and Baxter (2007) makes clear, even for the powerful families of 
eleventh century England, up to and including the King, it is difficult to name those 
males who were not, at some time, sent into exile.  
What intrigued me is that the man in this poem is in a worse position than an Anglo-
Saxon who had been formally exiled. He has nothing to return to. However, the poem 
moves towards a form of consolation as it shifts from first person to third and offers 
its lesson, as ‘the wise in mind’ (snotor on mode) contemplates a ruin in one of the 
poem’s most memorable passages, which is the second passage at the start of Anhaga. 
The lesson he finds here is grim and absolute: 
Wealth is leant us, friends are lent us, 
man is lent, kin is lent; 
all this earth’s frame shall stand empty. (ll. 108-10) 
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Confronting this essential transience and the fragility of life a wise man finds his 
meaning in ‘the Heavenly Father’s solace, in whom all our fastness stands’ (l. 115).   
To a modern reader the poem seems disjointed and critics have argued over whether 
there is one speaker or three, where their speeches might begin and end and whether 
or not the final five hypermetric lines are a Christian addition to a pagan text. These 
arguments are discussed by Rosier (1964). Bjork (2002), having given a concise 
summary of many of the critical issues surrounding the text, gives the generally 
accepted view of the theme and structure of the poem as:  
The Wanderer follows the development of a troubled soul from the eardstapa 
(“earth-stepper,” l. 6a), who is subject to the vagaries of the world, to the 
snottor on mode (“wise in mind” l. 111a), who has managed to move from his 
personal problems to a universal, eschatological vision bespeaking an absolute 
hope. (p. 315)   
Despite the fact that there are no ‘elegies’ in the classical, technical sense in Old 
English, ‘The Wanderer’ is usually identified as one of the ‘Old English Elegies’. 
Which poems belong to this group or even what they have in common is a point of 
scholarly debate but ‘their identification as elegy occurred in the nineteenth century, 
probably because they seemed to reflect something of a sense of personal loss in a 
“complaint” or Klage’ (Greenfield 1972, p. 12).  
If genre is a tacit agreement between users and producers, as Daniel Chandler (1997) 
suggests, then retrospective attempts to guess at generic conventions are always going 
to be difficult.  
The Anglo-Saxons themselves, for example, recognized histories, saints’ lives, 
and homilies as genres because they had well-established Latin precedents, but 
beyond these the categories become uncertain. (Donoghue 2004, p. xii)  
On the other hand, as Stanley Greenfield makes explicit 
The effect of genre identification upon the interpretation of poems is well 
illustrated by the various displacements of the ‘general horizon of meaning’ in 
the critical history of such poems as The Wanderer […]. (1972, p. 12)  
He gives examples:  
Those perennial favourites The Wanderer and The Seafarer have been 
interpreted now as allegories, now as penitential poems, now as wisdom 
literature, now as debate—to name but a few of the genre transmogrifications 
they have undergone. (Greenfield 1972, pp. 12-13)  
Despite this, a predilection for one genre or another ‘can lead us to see realism where 
none is “intended” as in many early interpretations of The Wanderer and The 
Seafarer; or it can equally cause us to concoct ingenious allegorical significationes’ 
(p. 134).  
Shippey identifies the Old English word siþ, which means both ‘journey’ and 
‘experience’, as key to the poems grouped as elegies. ‘The poet gains experience, is 
saddened by it; expresses himself and gives cheer’ (1972, p. 56). The speakers in the 
poems move from emotional turmoil to wisdom, taking the audience on the journey to 
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the lesson the poem offers as the result of that experience. The idea of movement, 
shared by audience, creator and characters, is one I shall return to as it was important 
in the creation of my sequence.    
However, arguments about genre and meaning hide a more profound difference. 
Standing in front of The Exeter Book in the cathedral library, as I have done twice 
during this project (in 2011 and 2013), the observer is confronted by something that is 
easily forgotten: the writing on Folios 76r-78r does not look like a modern poem. The 
beautiful, clear handwriting marches evenly from left margin to right and the 
punctuation is as alien as the thorns, eths and yoghs of the orthography.  
Carol Braun Pasternack describes how modern concepts of poetry have been imposed 
on Old English texts: 
The modern reader knows Old English poetry as a discrete number of poems, 
each of which has a title (in all cases, inserted by modern editors), a definite 
beginning (even if it has been lost), a middle and an end (which may again be 
lost but which still exists as a supposed structural element) […] In all these 
manifestations, the editors present the poems in a manner comparable to 
modern poems: not only giving each poem a title, printed above the text, but 
also presenting it in lines that visually mark units defined by rhythm and 
alliteration, in periods punctuated as modern sentences and in verse 
paragraphs as well. (2006, p. 1) 
In ‘How to Recognize a Poem When You See One’ (1980) Stanley Fish reached the 
conclusion that there are no poems, only learnt reading practices that produce them: 
no objects, only culturally learnt ways of producing them. He relates an experiment. 
At the end of one lesson he wrote the names of five authors on the board in a list 
arranged vertically and as he was not sure of the spelling of the last of the authors’ 
names, he put a question mark after it. Before the next class came in he drew a frame 
around the names, put ‘p. 43’ at the top and then told the new class it was a religious 
poem of the kind they had been studying and asked them to interpret it. The students 
produced elaborate and sophisticated religious interpretations of the ‘poem’. This lead 
Fish to the claim: ‘Interpretation is not the art of construing but the art of constructing. 
Interpreters do not decode poems; they make them’ (p. 327), and to then conclude: 
‘The conclusion, therefore, is that all objects are made and not found and that they are 
made by the interpretive strategies we set in motion’ (p. 331).   
It is obvious, even to my high school students reading the essay, that Fish leaves out 
both intention and design and realistically proves little except that any text can be 
read as a poem if you try hard enough. However, whatever the value of the claim for 
modern poetry, his ‘experiment’ is similar to what Benjamin Thorpe did to ‘The 
Wanderer’.  
The Old English ‘poem’ ‘The Wanderer’, as modern readers know it, was created by 
Benjamin Thorpe, its first modern editor, when he produced an edition of The Exeter 
Book, Codex Exoniensis, for the Society of Antiquaries of London in 1842. Not all of 
Thorpe’s titles have survived, but ‘The Wanderer’ has remained in common usage, 
despite numerous objections and proposed alternatives. Thorpe gave the poems titles, 
and printed ‘The Wanderer’ in what would today be considered half-lines, running in 
a column down the left-hand side of the page, with his literal translation on the right.  
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Once Thorpe had edited the poems this way there was an inevitable collision between 
the text and the critical practices that tried to account for it. Thorpe was operating on 
what he understood a poem to do and be. Old English, as has often been pointed out, 
does not have words that distinguish between poetry and prose. However, the 
discussion of whether or not the text should be set out as a poem also tends to hide 
another fundamental issue. In his attempt to ‘Reconceptualize the Lyric’, Werner 
Wolf (2005) concludes that the only two basic features which are unproblematic are 
that ‘a poem is a literary text and that it is fictional’ (pp. 23-24). Terry Eagleton 
(2007), trying to define ‘poetry’, claimed that, ‘A poem is a fictional, verbally 
inventive moral statement in which it is the author, rather than the printer or word 
processor, who decides where the lines should end’ (p. 25). Whatever the 
inadequacies of that definition, especially when applied to Old English, it exemplifies 
the assumption that a poem is ‘fictive’. The assumption that these texts were regarded 
as fictive by their original audiences is problematic. By turning folios 76r-78r into a 
‘poem’, Thorpe was also making a categorical claim for the text that was 
anachronistic.  
In his Preface, Thorpe comments on some of the poems and ‘The Wanderer’ is the 
subject of the longest comment. He wrote that, ‘unlike the majority of Anglo-Saxon 
metrical compositions, [it] bears internal evidence of originality’ (p. vii).  ‘Originality’ 
was not a term a scop would have seen as a compliment, or even recognized. 
Nevertheless, Thorpe continues: 
It is deeply to be regretted that this piece (one of the few Anglo-Saxon 
productions not on a religious subject) should stand as it were isolated, apart 
from every historic or legendary notice, which, by contributing to its 
illustration, would infinitely increase its worth and interest. (p. vii)  
Whatever he was valuing was not the poem as the words on the page. However, the 
moment Thorpe printed it as a poem, he also made possible and encouraged the 
modern critical discourse that would surround it. The presentation gives the illusion 
that we are reading something that is a strange version of something we are familiar 
with: modern poetry.  
Given the way reading practices and assumptions about poetry have developed, it is 
unsurprising that the critical history of the poem’s reception is one of awkwardness. 
As Pasternack writes:  
It follows that modern scholars have usually been using the same questions to 
interpret Old English verse that they would apply to modern poems. The 
questions, then, shape the interpretation: they begin with the assumption that 
the text has a definite structure, a specific author, date when it was composed 
and so on, and then look for the evidence to support these assumptions. They 
ask what the meaning of a text is and in doing so expect to know exactly what 
the text is (where it begins and ends and what is in between). (1995, p. 1) 
Pasternak sums up the situation specific to ‘The Wanderer’.    
In their analyses, they [modern scholars] identify the qualities of the text with 
remarkable consistency: it is disjunctive, its stylistic shifts sudden and 
unmediated. Again and again critical discussions address problems of unity: is 
the text before us a true work or does the present manuscript preserve a 
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muddled version of a lost original […] does this text express a single author’s 
thoughts and experiences? (p. 34)  
As I argued in the previous chapter we are taught to read poetry and even when we 
think we’re reading it for pleasure, we are reading within the frameworks we have 
naturalized or, to use Jauss’ terms, we read within the Paradigm which makes up our 
Horizon of Expectations (1982). Once we try to verbalize our reading in an academic 
context we are trapped inside the critical vocabularies at our disposal.  
Attempts to apply contemporary literary standards to the texts, to read these poems 
‘as literature’ defined by the dominant fashion at the time, have resulted in a default 
model of criticism sometimes even when the critic is trying to praise the work.  
I now wish to turn to a discussion of the two standard creative responses to Old 
English in the twentieth century: translation, and the creation of new poems. In both 
cases, I would suggest that the difficulties contemporary critics were having with the 
texts, and the way the texts were taught at university level, which is the only place 
they were formally taught, account for the limited nature of these responses.  
Installed in the tertiary English curriculum Old English became available to modern 
poets with a university education, which as the century progressed was an 
increasingly large proportion of them. Chris Jones (2006) studies the uses to which 
four modern poets—Pound, Auden, Morgan, and Heaney—put their knowledge of 
Old English poetry. He claims:  
For several of the most significant and influential twentieth-century writers of 
English verse, Old English literature has proved to be a storehouse of 
technique, imagery, and subject material that has shaped their style, idiom, and 
theory of poetic language; without Old English, twentieth-century poetry 
would have developed in different ways. (p. 3)  
What I find limited in the response he outlines is that it is focused on metre, imagery 
and subject matter. I would also suggest it is limited because of the kind of encounters 
these poets may have had as students or as poets accessing contemporary critical 
thinking.12  
It is easy to argue that Jones overstates his case. Any twentieth century poet who 
studied English in a British university would have been exposed to Old English, but 
the roll call of the unimpressed probably outnumbers those who were impressed: 
Philip Larkin dismissed Old English as ‘Ape’s bum fodder’ (Jones 2006, p. 3). 
Tracing this influence, as Jones’ chapter on Heaney shows, is complicated, because 
most of the features Jones associates with Old English were readily available 
elsewhere. For the poet, Coleridge had provided a lesson in how to use accentual or 
stressed metre in Christobel, part 1. Ted Hughes discusses this in ‘Myths, Metres, 
Rhythms’ (1994). However, Jones points out that  
When he [Hughes] attempts to trace the origins and genesis of the ‘unorthodox 
metres’ of Coleridge and Hopkins […] it is surprising how little Hughes uses !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
12 I do not mean it had limited consequences. In one narrative of twentieth century 
poetry Pound’s ‘breaking of the pentameter’ is a crucial event and in his first chapter, 
Jones argues convincingly that this was facilitated by Pound’s studies of Old English.   
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Old English in his argument, and he displays no detailed knowledge of its 
metre, as one might expect from a Saxonist poet. (Jones 2006, p. 192)  
Hopkins had demonstrated the strengths and weaknesses of both alliterative verse and 
kennings and as Eric Auerbach demonstrated in Mimesis (one of the canonical critical 
texts) parataxis is the familiar narrative technique of the Old Testament. 
The influence Jones identifies suggests one type of response to Old English that does 
not attract me. He is wedded to the concept of the ‘familiar likeness’ of Old English 
poetry, the familiar stranger, what he calls the ‘primitive within, the other that is also 
the same’ (p. 7). I do not see anything primitive about Old English poetry as I shall 
discuss in the final chapter and I certainly would not apply it as a descriptor to Anglo-
Saxon England. But such a theory of ‘familiar likeness’ rests on an attitude to Old 
English very few people who have studied it might hold. It is alien. It looks alien. It 
sounds alien, and trotting out the familiar example of how familiar the Lord’s Prayer 
looks when you know you are reading the Lord’s Prayer in Old English, as Jones does, 
(p. 5) does not do justice to the linguistic alterity of: 
Oft him ānhaga     āre gebīdeð,  
Metudes miltse,    þēah þe hē mōdcearig  
geond lagulāde     longe sceolde  
hrēran mid hondum     hrīmcealde sǣ,  
wadan wræclāstas.     Wyrd bið ful ārǣd.  
Swā cwæð eardstapa,     earfeþa gemyndig,  
wrāþra wælsleahta,     winemǣga hryre:  
    (‘The Wanderer’, ll. 1-7) 
For Jones, what he calls ‘Saxonist’ poetry (p.15) is poetry written in direct imitation 
of Old English and what he looks for in his study is subject matter and style, syntax 
and rhythm. This is a logical approach for a scholar tracing influences that have to be 
visible to trace. ‘Old English has been not only a formative influence but an enduring 
one, affecting compositional technique, range of reference, subject material, and 
theory of poetic language’ (p. 238). For example, in his discussion of W. H. Auden, 
Jones identifies issues of style: ‘elliptical and paratactic’ and notes how a passage 
‘mimics the spare, understated style of Old English battle poetry’ (p. 74). ‘This 
collocation of style and sentiment suggest a deliberate use of the conventions of Old 
English poetry’ (p. 74). He notes Auden’s allusions to famous Old English poems; 
‘besides these references to Maldon and Bunanburh’ (p. 82), reworkings of individual 
lines and a willingness to coin kennings and use ellipsis.   
At the same time, Jones is willing to see an ideological or political purpose in the 
return to Old English: this not only characterizes some of the poets he is discussing 
but the rediscovery of Old English in general, which has often been tied up with an 
attempt to discover the ‘native’ Germanic roots of English.  
Jones sees the use of Old English by twentieth century poets as:  
an overlooked aspect of the much more familiar modernist trope of seeking 
renewal by returning to supposed origins, of holding a premodern cultural 
artifact up as a mirror to modernity. It can therefore be seen as part of a 
general trend that includes Stravinsky’s use of tribal rhythms in ‘The Rite of 
Spring’[...]That is to say that for modern poets there is in Old English 
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something of the shock of the old. In returning to origins motivated by a desire 
for innovation these poets express a form of conservative radicalism. (p. 6) 
Rather than argue with Jones or his thesis, I want to distinguish what I have been 
doing from his various programmatic interpretations of the ‘return to Old English’. I 
admit to having a peculiar attitude towards history. ‘Then is Now’, as Bunting 
wrote.13 But that doesn’t mean I am nostalgic for that past. Bunting’s line continues 
‘The star you steer by is gone’. For reasons I shall explain as the exegesis develops, I 
do not think a return to Old English poetics is possible. Nor do I think it would be 
desirable.  
I do think that there is something powerfully productive in first understanding how 
Old English poetry might have worked for its original users, and then trying to find 
ways of doing something similar in a very different literary context. What attracts me 
is the impossibility of reproducing certain aspects of Old English poetry in the 
twenty-first century.  
I like medieval alliterative poetry. I’ve spent a large part of my life reading and 
studying it. However, I do not see it as a viable model for modern poetry. In the texts 
listed in the Appendix, while there is often localized alliteration as a technique, there 
is almost no use of alliterative verse per se. Ezra Pound’s translation of ‘The Seafarer’, 
which I will discuss next, works as a negative example. It sounds to me more like a 
tongue twister than a poem: neither Old English nor Modern English. Any rigorous or 
careful use of Old English metrical lines will always sound either like a translation or 
a parody. 
I did try to exploit this effect in part two of Anhaga. I tried one piece in strict 
alliterative verse, but even though I meant it to sound wrong, suggesting the narrator 
was not genuinely reliving his past under hypnosis but making the story up from texts 
he had read, it sounded so heavy handed that I cut it out.  
The other response to Old English has been through translation. To finish this chapter, 
I want to discuss a specific type of translation, Ezra Pound’s ‘Scholarship poem’, 
before turning in the next chapter to translation in general.  
Perhaps the most discussed translation of an Old English Poem is not Seamus 
Heaney’s popular version of Beowulf, but Ezra Pound’s version of ‘The Seafarer’. 
Arguments about Pound’s translations, especially ‘The Seafarer’ and his ‘Homage to 
Sextus Propertius’ from Latin, have rumbled on since their first appearance and will 
probably continue to do so because they are a testing ground for attitudes towards 
translation.  
Earlier in this chapter I discussed how modern critics applied contemporary reading 
practices to Old English poems. Those reading practices and the way Old English was 
taught fed into the way poets used aspects of Old English in their original poems. 
Pound’s translation follows on from this, and is explicit testimony to his reading 
practice, which took no notice of the historical differences between Old English and 
Modern poetry.  
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
13 Briggflatts, V. l. 92 
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His translation of ‘The Seafarer’ was first published in The New Age in the sequence I 
Gather the Limbs of Osiris and then republished in Ripostes (1912) and later in 
Cathay (1915) (Moody 2007, pp. 169-70).  
As James Longenbach (1987, p. 46) and others have pointed out, I Gather the Limbs 
of Osiris was Pound’s first attempt to promote ‘The New Method in Scholarship’. The 
title itself reflects his ambition; ‘Like Isis Pound sought to bring the individual back 
to life; the scholarly work, gathering the limbs, was only half the project, and the 
work would be useless unless the scholar-poet were able to fan his wings over the 
dead clay’ (Longenbach 1987, p. 48). This method was in direct opposition to what 
Pound regarded as the stultifying effects of the dominant way of studying literature at 
a time when literary criticism was developing as an academic profession. ‘The “New 
Method in Scholarship” Pound envisaged in 1911 was to break with philological 
conventions by using poems and translations rather than monographs as a means of 
exploring hypotheses’ (Ruthven 1990, p.16). As such, Pound’s method anticipated 
Practice-Led Research. 
K.K. Ruthven explains, ‘This move to situate criticism “inside” poetry was done in 
the interests of keeping criticism solely in the hands of “creative” writers, on the 
grounds that these are the only people with the necessary qualifications for the task’ 
(1990, pp. 17-18).  Pound believed in ‘the Romantic mystification of individual 
genius as the sole and inexplicable origin of literature, and the special authority it 
confers on criticism written by poets’ (p. 20). Such an attitude underwrote both his 
criticism and his own practice: because he was a genius and a poet,14 he could identify 
what was great in poetry. Poetic value was timeless and not historically or culturally 
contingent. Translation was the act of recognizing what was worthwhile and bringing 
the dead to life.  
The idea that scholarship can drive poetic translation and poetic translation will then 
offer new insight to scholarship is ambitious and attractive. Josephine Balmer argues 
the case for such an approach towards classical translation in Piecing Together the 
Fragments (2013). She argues that while it is necessary for the translator to remain 
informed of developments in research and theory, ‘it is also important for the 
academy to recognize that such creative transformations might prove as illuminating 
to scholars as their work is to translators’ (Balmer 2013, p. 232). As she claims, the 
translator can start where scholarship has to end. This certainly applies to Balmer in 
her work both as a translator of Sappho’s fragments, and in her project to recover the 
scattered remnants of verse written by women in the Classical period.15  
Pound’s ‘The Seafarer’, on the other hand, raises questions about the reality of such 
an ambition in terms of Old English. As Ruthven points out, referring to Pound’s 
scholarship poems in general, they frustrate readers who want to know whether the 
poems are ‘making truth-claims in a scholarly way on behalf of an interpretative 
hypothesis, or merely exercising traditionally sanctioned poetic licence’ (1990, p. 17).  
Stripped of any notes or explanations, it appears in anthologies as an example of 
‘Anglo-Saxon Poetry’. At first sight the translation looks ‘Anglo-Saxon’, !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
14 According to Ezra Pound. 
15 Respectively, Poems and Fragments (1992) and Classical Women Poets (1996).  
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May I for my own self song’s truth reckon.
Journey’s jargon, how I in Harsh days
Hardship endured oft. (ll.1-3) 
Pound insisted that his piece was ‘as nearly literal…as any translation can be’ (qtd. in 
Longenbach 1987, p. 48). However, ‘In it, Pound ignores the meaning of many lines 
in order to imitate the sound of Anglo-Saxon poetry’ (Apter 1984, p. 77). At the same 
time, he also flouts the ‘rules’ of Old English metrics, which are what create that 
sound and some of his lines sound awkward if not awful (the three lines quoted above 
are a good example). Throughout his poem he used archaisms, inversions and makes 
obvious errors in translation for which an undergraduate would be corrected.  
In The Poetic Achievement of Ezra Pound (1979), an early attempt to explain the 
quality of Pound’s poetry, Michael Alexander describes Pound’s translation of ‘The 
Seafarer’:  
It is easy to imagine the examiner’s report: ‘Grasp of language uncertain; 
identification of individual words in the glossary unreliable; understanding of 
accidence rudimentary. Grammar poor, syntax worse’. (p. 72) 
His poem also willfully misrepresents the original and its culture. Pound eliminated 
the Christian element from the poem, often at the risk of making no sense of the lines 
he was translating. There are those who still see this as admirable. Pound’s 
enthusiastic biographer, David. A. Moody writes: 
In his ‘Seafarer’ Pound consciously and deliberately stripped away the 
mentions of the Devil and angels and Almighty God, which appear to have 
been inserted by a monk intent on converting the pagan poem to a Christian 
vision of life. He wanted to recover the pre-Christian ‘heroic’ mind of an 
individual working out his fate within a world defined only by the natural 
elements and by human society. (Moody 2007, pp. 170-71) 
A casual reader coming across the poem in something like Washburn and Major’s 
monumental World Poetry (1998) where it represents ‘Anglo-Saxon Poetry’ might 
easily make the same mistake as a casual reader of Moody’s paragraph. When Pound 
was an undergraduate there were those who believed that the poem was a pagan piece 
overlaid with a Christian gloss. By 1972, it was possible for Tom Shippey to dismiss 
this idea: ‘The texts are all we have; reading through them to a simpler but imaginary 
situation in their past is the temptation of ignorance’ (p. 12). 
By 2007, Moody’s meddling monk is as quaint a fiction as Pound’s pagan poem. The 
essential Christian nature of Old English poetry is beyond debate, and part of Peter 
Clemoes’ general argument (1995) is that the heroic poetry of the pre-Christian 
Germanic past was adapted to the interests of an evolving Christian culture by 
focusing on new topics, like a wanderer and a seafarer, instead of traditional heroic or 
legendary figures. It is highly unlikely, given what little is known about pre-Christian 
Germanic poetry, that such figures would have been the subject of a ‘pagan’ poem. If 
Pound’s scholarship underwrites the poem, then however good that scholarship was at 
the time it is now obsolete.  
If, on the other hand, Pound was offering, as a hypothesis, an attempt to ‘recover the 
pre-Christian “heroic” mind of an individual working out his fate within a world 
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defined only by the natural elements and by human society’ (Moody 2007, p.170) 
then his history was seriously at fault. A world free from gods where individuals work 
out their fate in a universe defined only by the weather and other humans is not a pre-
Christian one, nor a ‘pagan’ one, but rather Pound’s version of the twentieth century.  
Nor can Pound be said to be translating the text in front of him. He was creating a 
fantasy of a poem based on an anachronistic concept of a poem as the product of ‘an 
individual working out his fate’. In ‘The Constant Preaching to the Mob’ Pound 
makes that anachronism explicit, claiming that both ‘The Seafarer’ and ‘The 
Wanderer’ ‘were made for no man’s entertainment, but because a man believing in 
silence found himself unable to withhold himself from speaking’ (1954, p. 64). 
In The Spirit of Romance (1910), which he attempted to have accepted in place of a 
PhD thesis in 1920, Pound  
exercises his freedom to read medieval poetry as poetry, and to judge it by the 
same standards as he would judge poetry from any other period, ancient or 
modern. ‘The scholars have not known anything about poetry’, he declares in 
the opening chapter of this book. (Ruthven 1990, p. 22)  
Pound’s translation is underwritten by his idea that the production, reception and 
value of poetry is ahistorical rather than contingent on historically changing attitudes. 
Earlier in this chapter I described how critics read Old English poems as though they 
were written to the same poetic conventions as contemporary ones. Pound read them 
in the light of a hyper-Romantic concept of the poet as individual genius in constant 
opposition to ‘the mob’.  
Lois Bragg makes the point that ‘Perhaps the biggest barrier to our ability to read Old 
English poetry is the odd concept of the lyric as a form of self-expression’ (1991, p. 
33). The Anglo-Saxons, as she writes,  
were unaware of our concepts both of the authorship of poetry, which is linked 
to its hypostatization, and of self-expression, which is possible only after the 
concept of the individual has taken root in a culture. Various persons reading 
aloud to “live” audiences poems composed by various (and unknown) persons 
in various voices is hardly an environment conducive to our concept of 
personal poetry. (1991, p. 38) 
Any ‘scholarship poem’ is in danger of being tied to a discredited scholarly belief; in 
this case about Christian tampering with pagan poetry. But Pound’s ‘hypothesis’ is 
the product of willful ignorance. As a modern poem, the translation was self-
consciously archaic when it was first published a hundred years ago. If it were not 
written by Ezra Pound, it would have been forgotten. 
However, I would argue that as long as writers are not breaking the law, they are free 
to write what they like and believe what they like. There was no ‘rule’ saying Pound’s 
text had to respect Old English poetics or even be a faithful rendition of the content of 
the poem. There was no reason why he couldn’t construct a poem about a fantasy 
character in a world that never existed but where a version of Old English was spoken. 
But labeling it as a translation, and publishing it in the context of an aggressively 
argued ‘New Method in Scholarship’, Pound invited a specific type of critical 
reception.  
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That critical reception qualifies models like Bourdieu’s and Csikszentmihalyi’s. The 
latter might assert that the field ‘includes all the individuals who act as gatekeepers to 
the domain. It is their job to decide whether a new idea or product should be included 
in the domain’ (1996, p. 28). But it becomes obvious from the disagreements over 
Pound’s translations that what constitutes a ‘gatekeeper’ is nowhere near as 
straightforward as the model suggests. To use just one example: W.G. Hale’s letter to 
Poetry, April, 1919 about Pound’s version of the Latin of Propertius, begins:  
 Dear Madam Editor. A Latinist must naturally be interested when a modern 
 poet translates a Latin poet. Hence my concern in Mr. Pound’s experiment 
 with Propertius in Poetry for March. I offer certain impressions. (In 
 Homberger ed. 1973, p. 155) 
Hale was Professor of Latin at the University of Chicago. He was an accredited expert 
in his field. He continued:  
Mr. Pound is incredibly ignorant of Latin. He has of course a perfect right to 
be, but not if he translates from it. The result of his ignorance is that much of 
what he makes his author say is unintelligible. I select a few out of about 
three-score errors. (p. 156)  
His final paragraph begins: ‘If Mr. Pound were a professor of Latin, there would be 
nothing left for him but suicide’ (p. 157). 
However, if one expert attacked, another defended. J.P. Sullivan’s book on Pound and 
Sextus Propertius is subtitled, ‘A study in creative translation’ (1964). The adjective 
in the subtitle is important. At the time of publication, Sullivan was Professor of 
Classics and Chairman of the Department of Classics at the University of Texas. He 
wrote, ‘Misunderstanding the aims and methods of the Homage, Hale found Pound an 
easy target’ (1964, p. 5). While willing to accept that ‘The principles Pound adopted 
in the work are debatable’ (p. 5), Sullivan claimed ‘but not to perceive, at least 
partially, what Pound was trying to do did argue (as Pound later said) a certain 
crassness and lack of humor in the critic’ (p. 5). 
Other critics were willing to overlook ‘mistakes’ on the simple ground that if Pound 
made them they were either acceptable or excusable. Burton Raffel makes this 
explicit. Having described some of Pound’s linguistic errors in his translations as 
‘horrendous’ (1998, p. 116) he can still write 
Ezra Pound is far too great and important a translator, and we are all of us, 
translators and readers alike, far too deeply in his debt to “make a great deal of 
noise about a verbal slip,” or even about a series of verbal slips. (1998, p. 166)  
Ronnie Apter’s title, Digging for the Treasure: translation after Pound represents one 
version of literary history, in which Pound’s practice somehow changed the act of 
translating poetry for all those who followed after him. She claimed Pound had made 
three major innovations:  
He disregarded the Victorian pseudo-archaic translation diction: he regarded 
each translation as a necessarily limited criticism of the original poem; and he 
regarded good translations as new poems in their own right. (1984, p.1) Marjorie!Perloff!(1990)!claimed!Pound!!
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sets the stage for all those twentieth century “translations,” like Bunting’s 
version of Horace, that use the “archaic”, the “classical,” the historically or 
geographically remote culture as a source of invention. Pound’s influence on 
this sphere has been so enormous that there is no measuring it. (1990, pp. 130-
31) 
Such general applause sits uneasily with ‘The Seafarer’. After a thorough discussion 
of ‘The Seafarer’, Michael Alexander’s conclusion is:  
I do not think Pound’s ‘Seafarer’ can be defended as a translation of the 
‘Seafarer’—if the word ‘translation’ is to bear its normal sense—but only as a 
translation of the experience of reading a ‘Seafarer’. Poundians cannot 
condone the mistakes on the ground that they are all deliberate jokes, for some 
of them are clearly accidental. (p. 75)  
He ends his discussion:  
All translations, even the most literal and scholarly, are versions of a 
‘Seafarer’, and time will render all of them more obsolete and archaic than the 
original. It might be less misleading to call Pound’s poem an adaptation or 
imitation. (p. 75)  
Tom Shippey argues that Old English poetry provided a critical perspective on 
modern poetry. In this chapter I have extended that insight to show how it applies to 
more than just an unfamiliar poetic form. The critical reception of Old English 
demonstrates how critical reading practices in general deal with the unfamiliar. One 
learns ‘how to read a poem’. The implication is that once the text is identified as a 
poem it can be read the same way as all other poems. When reading practices 
confront a text they were not designed for, they domesticate the text to the current 
dominant critical assumptions by subjecting it to a deficit model of criticism that 
focuses on what the text does not do. Knowing this is part of the lesson that comes 
with learning ‘The Tradition’. 
The relationship between how one is taught to read poetry and how one writes a poem 
is made starkly evident by the poets in Chris Jones’ study. At the same time, Pound’s 
translation demonstrates another approach to Old English and its limitations. His 
translations in general also demonstrate that access to the domain is not as 
straightforward as Csikszentmihalyi suggests.  
The poet entering the domain of literary criticism and literary theory might well be 
baffled by the inconsistency and contradictions of the gate keepers’ actions or by the 
way long discredited notions can still be called on to justify a preferred line of 
argument. One does not need to be a radical sceptic to see that criticism is just as 
subjective as creation. In my next chapter, I will move through Translation Theory, 
itself a highly contradictory field, to a discussion of how I used ‘The Wanderer’. !! !
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Chapter(Three:(Profiting(from(the(Perils(of(Translation(
 
I did not need to translate ‘The Wanderer’ before turning it into a narrative. I could 
have worked from any available translation. However, the act of translation focuses 
attention on the text. At the same time, there is an argument running through 
theoretical approaches to translation that claims it is impossible to translate a poem. 
Rather than see the difficulty of translation and the itemizing of impossibilities as 
barriers, I moved through them turning them into creative opportunities.  
The problems of critical definition, as described in my first chapter, can become 
particularly acute in a discussion of the practice of translation. Translation can be 
formal or dynamic or seen as a form of adaptation or a refined form of appropriation. 
There is a tension between the critical desire to create a taxonomy of translation 
which would limit translation to a singular activity and allow the critic to define and 
critique a work and the abundant variety of practice that goes under the umbrella term 
‘translation’. In this chapter I will briefly survey one attitude towards translation, the 
idea that it is impossible to translate a poem, before discussing how I responded to 
‘The Wanderer’. As I shall explain, my response to the poem is wayward by scholarly 
standards.  
As I noted in the last chapter when I was an undergraduate, translation was an 
essential, if not major part of my degree but there was no translation theory involved. 
Translation theory is a fractured field where not only contending definitions and 
descriptions of ‘translation’ fight for precedent, but where assumptions about the 
process of translating poetry can collide with modern ideas about reading. 
Disagreements about how to translate poetry make up a large part of the discussion: 
‘Within the field of literary translation more time has been devoted to investigating 
the problems of translating poetry than any other literary mode’ (Bassnett 2002, p. 83).  
This critical discourse surrounding translation sits oddly against the long history of 
translation into English. The foundation myth of English poetry, Bede’s story of 
Caedmon, is a story about appropriation and translation. In the seventh century, a man 
with a British name is credited with being the first to shape biblical stories into Old 
English. Bede, an Angle, who spoke a Northumbrian dialect of Old English, wrote the 
story in Latin. Although the miraculous Hymn is at the centre of the story, Bede gave 
it in a Latin prose paraphrase and commented, in the translation I am using  
 This is the general sense, but not the actual words that Caedmon sang in his 
 dream; for verses, however masterly, cannot be translated literally from one 
 language into another without losing much of their beauty and dignity. (Book 
 Four, Chapter 24)16   
For the rest of its history English poets have negotiated their relationships with other 
languages by translating, adapting and appropriating foreign poetry, as Mathew 
Reynolds (2011) has charted. It is an irony of history that given the political use of the !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
16 The Old English translation of Bede omits these lines but includes the Hymn. There 
is a tradition in scholarship that argues that the Old English version of the Hymn is 
actually a back formation from Bede’s Latin paraphrase and that the English original 
did not survive. See Frantzen 1990, chapter five for a discussion. 
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English language in the destruction of indigenous Celtic cultures in Scotland, Wales 
and Ireland and then as an instrument of colonial rule in the British Empire, the 
history of English poetry is characterized by linguistic insecurity and a sense of 
cultural inferiority.   
A history of English poetry from Old English to the present could easily be written in 
terms of which foreign poet, or foreign language, was the dominant influence in any 
given period. Ogilvie (1966) does this for Latin and Greek poets. As noted in the 
previous chapter learning Latin or Greek was the defining characteristic of education 
in England from the sixth century onwards. That learning involved not only reading 
the Classical poets but also translating them into English. Students were expected to 
compose in Latin or Greek and during the Renaissance, in English Grammar schools, 
not only were lessons taught in Latin but the boys were expected to speak Latin 
during their breaks.  
For most of European history from the advent of Christianity to the beginning of the 
twentieth century, bi-lingualism was the norm for any ‘educated’ person. It seems 
ironic that ‘Translation Studies’ are a product of the last quarter of the twentieth 
century when Greek and Latin were becoming rare as a school subject, compulsory 
foreign language requirements were removed from Arts degrees and the obligation to 
study Old English as part of an English Degree was disappearing.  
Robert Frost’s famous ‘Poetry is what gets lost in translation’ or ‘what gets left out in 
translation’ has been cited, and then ‘proven’, by numerous critics.17 At the same time, 
there has been a search for a taxonomy that would underwrite a unified single theory 
of translation and provide a vocabulary to describe the different ways poets have tried 
to turn a poem from one language into another.18  
One of the earliest attempts to establish such a typology in English is Dryden’s 
tripartite division: Metaphrase or turning an author word by word, Paraphrase, or 
translation with latitude and Imitation where the translator takes some general hints 
from the original ‘to run division on the ground-work as he pleases’.19 As Reynolds 
observes in his discussions of Dryden that pervade The Poetry of Translation, 
Dryden’s language and practice suggest he was aware of how imprecise and perhaps 
ultimately unhelpful the terms were. Reynolds writes, ‘For Dryden […] the 
announced categories cannot but blur. Only the tiniest snippet of translation could 
ever be strictly “word by word and line by line”’ (2011, pp. 73-74). However, 
Reynolds sees ‘the tentativeness of these definitions’ as a sign of Dryden’s honesty as 
a critic, noting, ‘unlike some of the modern theorists I mentioned in Part 1, he does 
not squeeze the complexities of actual writing to fit his categories’ (p. 74). 
Succeeding attempts to go beyond Dryden have created increasingly refined 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
17 Robinson 2010, chapter two discusses Frost and his statement. Frost’s definition of 
Poetry, in a letter to John T. Bartlett, is quoted in Scully 1966, pp. 50-53. 
18 Bassnett 2002, chapter two, Reynolds 2011, chapters 1-5, and Robinson 2010 
provide overviews.  
19 Dryden’s discussion is quoted in full in Reynolds 2011, p. 73 and summarized by 
Bassnett 2002, p. 64.!
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typologies and taxonomies all of which suffer from the same problem: the categories 
blur into each other and they tend to be retrospective. 
The impulse to find a single theory, or to refine the distinctions endlessly until a 
taxonomy is reached that is precise in its minute gradations of meaning, is performed 
and then explicitly defended in Umberto Eco’s discussion of Roman Jakobson’s 
tripartite distinction between intralingusitic (rewording), interlinguistic (translation 
proper) and intersemiotic (transmutation) (Eco 2001, pp. 65ff). Eco attempts to refine 
Jakobson’s model, adding a term of his own, ‘Interpretation by Transcription’, and 
then rearranging and subdividing so that although there are still three major headings, 
the second is divided into three subsections, and the third into two major subsections 
subdivided into three and two respectively. A tripartite system ends up with nine 
categories. Anticipating objections, Eco wrote: 
All I have tried to do in my table is to establish some macroscopic distinctions, 
as I am well aware that there will always be an overlap between one category 
of the typology and another […] But the fact that there can be many nuances 
in the wealth of semiosis does not mean it is inadvisable to establish the basic 
distinctions. On the contrary, it is essential, if the task of semiotic analysis is 
that of identifying different phenomena in the apparently uncontrollable flux 
of interpretative acts. (Eco 2001, pp. 129-30)   
The implications of Eco’s defense can easily be overlooked. If one is engaged in the 
task of semiotic analysis, such distinctions are essential. For those, like me, who do 
not self-identify as semioticians, their value may be limited.  
Translating a poem is as difficult as Bede claimed. If a poem is a verbal artifact, 
which relies for its effects on the way it exploits the possibilities of the language it is 
written in and the literary tradition it belongs to, then it is obviously impossible to 
change the language of the poem without disrupting some of those effects. Just as it is 
‘impossible to paraphrase a poem’ it is ‘impossible to translate it’. This position is 
clearly stated by Burton Raffel in The Art of Translating Poetry. ‘The impossibility of 
translation is in a sense not debatable […] clearly it is literally impossible to fully 
render anything written in one language into another’ (1988, p. 11). Peter Robinson 
restates and refines the impossibility: 
Poetry then is said to be untranslatable, or, more practically, poems are 
untranslatable, or, more subtly, in a poetic text the poetry is untranslatable, 
because it is the synthesized meeting point of at least five different aspects of 
uniqueness: (1) the entire structural, sonic, and semantic complex which is the 
language, or languages, in which the poem is written; (2) the particular 
historical state of that complex at the time the work was written; (3) the 
individual poet’s deployed version of that language, his or her idiolect; (4) the 
poetic voice, or style, of the poet (at that point in her or his creative life); and 
(5) the particular deployment of that idiom in this individual poem. (Robinson 
2010, pp. 80-81) 
But the first challenge to such claims is that it is obvious that people do translate 
poetry just as they do paraphrase it. Peter Cole, the award-winning translator of 
Hebrew poetry, claimed that ‘smart people say such dumb things about it 
[translation]’. When asked to give examples he replied: 
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Such as that, unlike so-called original composition, it’s always a matter of 
compromise, of negotiation—that translation is inevitably a failed 
approximation, or like a black-and-white photograph rather than color. But 
what in life that’s valuable over time doesn’t involve negotiation or intelligent 
compromise?  […] Poetry isn’t lost in translation, it is translation. It’s lost 
only in bad or gray translation—and in the mindless repetition of the thin 
figures of speech we use to talk about it. (Cole 2015, p. 160)  
The second challenge relates to modern understandings of reading. As Reynolds and 
others note, it is obvious that ‘translation’ collapses a process ‘read-understand-
translate’. Yet modern theory has challenged the idea that either ‘reading’ or 
‘understanding’ is simply the act of decoding printed signs. Susan Bassnett raises the 
issue about the way in which ‘fidelity’ sits awkwardly with modern ideas about 
reading but then ignores its implications: 
Much time and ink has been wasted attempting to differentiate between 
translations, versions and adaptions and the establishment of a hierarchy of 
‘correctness’ between these categories. Yet the differentiation between them 
derives from a concept of the reader as the passive receiver of the text in 
which its Truth is enshrined. In other words, if the text is perceived as an 
object that should only produce a single invariant reading, any ‘deviation’ on 
the part of the reader /translator will be judged as a transgression. (2002, p. 81) 
Bassnett cites Roland Barthes and Julia Kristeva as theorists who re-evaluated the role 
of the reader (p. 82). Umberto Eco’s summary (1990) of what were then recent 
developments in the argument about meaning making, makes it clear that the reader 
produces meaning. The extent to which the text limits that meaning, the problem of 
‘unlimited semiosis’, was fiercely debated in the 1980s and 1990s, as the essays in 
Eco’s Interpretation and Overinterpretation (1992) attest.   
Bassnett seems to want to close down the implications of how modern understandings 
of the reading process might have an impact on the process of translation.  
Quite clearly, the idea of the reader as translator and the enormous freedom 
this bestows must be handled responsibly. The reader/translator who does not 
acknowledge the dialectical materialist basis of Brecht’s plays or who misses 
the irony in Shakespeare sonnets […] is upsetting the balance of power by 
treating the original as his own property. (p. 82)  
However, the argument over unlimited semiosis implicitly includes the argument that 
‘irony’ is not fixed immutably in the text but is something a reader produces as the 
product of a learnt reading practice. There is nothing in Barthes, either in S/Z, which 
Bassnett cites generally, or in ‘The Death of the Author’ or ‘The Pleasure of the Text’ 
that might suggest the reader has any ‘responsibility’ except to his or her own 
pleasure. ‘Responsibility’, as Bassnett uses it, is not a word most people would 
associate with Barthes’ ideas of reading.  
The question of typologies and taxonomies and the dissecting of impossibility 
underwrite criticisms of published translation. Peter Robinson, having delineated the 
impossibility of translation, then critiques translators of poetry against a concept of 
fidelity to the original. For him, it is the impossibility of translation which 
paradoxically makes fidelity and accuracy both essential and measurable: ‘It is the 
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fact that there can be no literal translation that allows there to be fidelity and accuracy, 
for these terms require that there is an acknowledged gap between the original and its 
translation’ (2010, p. 42).  
However, contemplating that ‘acknowledged gap’, it is obvious, taking both Raffel’s 
and Robinson’s reasons for the impossibility of translating poetry, that they are 
discussing the poem not as the words on the page but as the sum total of all of its 
linguistic and literary possibilities realized by an improbably super reader in one, 
perfected and indisputable, idealized reading—presumably theirs. As Mathew 
Reynolds writes, ‘The finally ungraspable nature of the literary text is of course well-
known. But it is oddly difficult to keep in focus when discussing translation’ (2011, p. 
22).  
It would be a daunting exercise to identify all of Robinson’s five aspects of a poem 
(quoted above) in one’s own language. I would suggest that the methodology required 
to do this on any randomly selected poem is not available. I do not believe it is 
possible to find two readers who could do it independently in their own language and 
produce identical results. It would be methodologically impossible for Old English. 
The second of his categories is unknown, the last three unknowable. There are few 
surviving texts and dating the poems in them is notoriously difficult. The poet is 
anonymous and the language formal belonging not to the scop’s idiolect but to the 
‘poetic corpus’ mitigated or mediated through a scribal practice that in itself is not 
clearly understood.  
If Pound’s translations, their reception and the ongoing discussion that surrounds 
them, suggest the dangers of labelling the product, they also underline the fractured 
and contentious nature of the domain. If I wanted to abide by the rules and 
conventions of formal academic scholarship, I would not be writing poems as a way 
of responding to ‘The Wanderer’. But the problems of translating Old English can be 
turned to my advantage as a writer of poems.  
As an undergraduate writing an Honours thesis and then as a postgraduate student 
doing a Masters degree, in both cases studying Laȝamon’s Brut and comparing his 
Early Middle English poem with its Anglo-Norman source, I had internalized the 
distinction between formal and dynamic equivalence:  
 Formal equivalence focuses attention on the message itself, in both form and 
 content. In such a translation one is concerned with such correspondences as 
 poetry to poetry, sentence to sentence, and concept to concept. Viewed from 
 this formal orientation, one is concerned that the message in the receptor 
 language should match as closely as possible the different elements in the 
 source language  […]A translation of dynamic equivalence aims at  complete 
 naturalness of expression, and tries to relate the receptor to modes of behavior 
 relevant within the context of his own culture; it does not insist that he 
 understand the cultural patterns of the source language context in order to 
 comprehend the message. (Eugene Nida, Towards a Science of Translating, 
 p.159 qtd. in Le Saux 1989, p. 25) 
Susan Bassnett dismisses this; ‘the principle of equivalent effect which has enjoyed 
great popularity in certain cultures in certain times, involves us in areas of speculation 
and at times can lead to very dubious conclusions’ (2002, p. 33). This seems a strange 
reason for dismissing any approach. Because it had been such an essential tool of my 
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own studies, which had been ‘proved’ in use rather than in theoretical debate, I started 
here with the challenge of dynamic equivalence.  
‘Translation’ is usually understood as the finding of the nearest word in Modern 
English to replace the Old English equivalent. This ‘literal translation’ is ‘formal 
equivalence translation’. In 2004 I was invited to review several new translations 
from Old English. Daunted by the prospect, because one was the reissue of Michael 
Alexander’s collection for Penguin Classics, I made a painfully literal translation of 
‘The Wanderer’ recording all the possible meanings of key words. My intention was 
to try to understand the choices the different translators had made.  
 
The problems of literal translation become evident in any attempt at translating the 
first line of ‘The Wanderer’: ‘Oft!him!ānhaga!!āre!gebīdeð’.20 Alexander translated 
this first line as ‘Who liveth alone longeth for mercy’; Thorpe as, ‘Often the lonely 
one/experiences compassion’; R.K Gordon as, ’Often the solitary man prays for 
favour’. The differences in the translation of both anhaga (who liveth alone/the lonely 
one/the solitary man) and the translation of gebidan (longeth/experiences/prays for) 
illustrate the problem. 
 
The word anhaga may be repeated at line 40 as anhoga or the latter may be a 
different word. As Dunning and Bliss make explicit:  
 
 Both the meaning and origin of these words are uncertain; it is not even 
 certain  whether they represent two different words or merely variant forms of 
 a single word;  yet the meaning in each context is obvious [sic] crucial to the 
 interpretation of the poem. (1969, p. 37)   
 
It takes Dunning and Bliss four pages to tease out the possible meanings of anhaga. 
Anhoga they suggest is ‘one who thinks alone’ and anhaga ‘one who encloses 
[himself in order to be] alone’ (square brackets in original). The major meaning of 
both words would be hermit and by extension one who is alone, ‘irrespective of the 
circumstances of the solitude’ (p. 39). In their glossary they give ‘solitary man’. Anne 
Klinck discusses the word in her notes to the poem (1992, p. 106) but in her glossary 
she gives ‘solitary’ as the translation.  
 
Deciding on a translation for anhaga is not simple: is your anhaga solitary by choice, 
or a hermit, or one forced to be alone? One has to decide between shades of meaning, 
after all a solitary man can be in a crowd while ‘hermit’ has religious overtones. 
Could the sense of a voluntary isolation to promote thought, which avoided the 
religious overtones of ‘hermit’, be somehow hinted at in a modern noun?  
 
If translating the noun is not straightforward, then the verb in the second half-line, 
gebidan is also a problem. It has three meanings in Old English:  
 
 ‘wait’ (intransitive and rather rare); ‘wait for, expect’ (as in Beowulf 2452) 
 and experience’ (as in Beowulf 2445). It is generally agreed that the 
 intransitive ‘wait’ is called for in The Wanderer 70; line 1 calls for a !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
20 In quoting from Old English I have preserved the double space in the middle of the 
line. 
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 transitive meaning, but either ‘wait for’ or ‘experience’ gives a possible sense. 
 (Dunning and Bliss 1969, p. 41)  
 
As Dunning and Bliss go on to state:  
 
 Since the choice between these two meanings is likely to affect the 
 interpretation of the poem as a whole, it is natural there has been some 
 controversy. Mitchell has shown that the problem cannot be solved by 
 linguistic arguments: the meaning of the poem as a whole must be determined 
 by whatever means are available, and the sense of gebidan in line 1 must be 
 decided accordingly. (p. 41) 
 
The problem of translating gebidan encapsulates the way translation is a very 
different activity from reading and enforces a particular type of attention. It is 
unlikely, though not impossible, that anyone reading ‘Let us go then, you and I’ 
experiences a moment of syntactical crisis when confronted by that apparently 
innocuous ‘then’. But translated into French, there are at least four options for ‘then’, 
all subtly different. The translator has to choose in a way a reader does not. 
Translation is not only an act of interpretation: it imposes that interpretation on a 
future reader, especially if that reader has no knowledge of the source language.  
However, while not expecting anyone who might read Anhaga to know about the 
different possible meanings, I wanted to preserve the ambiguity of those two key 
words for my own creative purposes. Is the anhaga of my title solitary because he’s 
lost his memory or has he used memory loss as a screen to set himself apart for his 
own purposes? At the end of the sequence, does he experience success or is he still 
waiting and hoping for it?  
Moving through a formal equivalence translation made me conscious of two aspects 
of my response to ‘The Wanderer’ which I would later use in the creative project. 
Firstly, I’ve known this poem for so long that the version I have in my head is 
different to the one on the page. There is no rational justification for this. When I was 
reading ‘The Wanderer’ for the first time I memorized several short modern poems. 
When I recall them, even now, I am irritated if I get the words wrong. Granted, I 
never tried to memorize ‘The Wanderer’, but for all the scholarship I’ve read about 
the poem and all the study I’ve done about the period, my version of it is wayward.  
There is a general agreement that the eardstapa of the first section is in a boat, but I 
have never been convinced by this idea. Alexander’s ‘Trouble with oars ice-cold 
water’ (l. 4) seems an inadequate description of being in a rowing boat, in winter, in 
the North Atlantic, even if we make allowances for Anglo-Saxon understatement. The 
line is ‘hrēran mid hondum  hrīmcealde sǣ’: literally ‘stir with hands the rime-cold 
sea’. I have mostly imagined a man on the water’s edge, thoughtfully stirring the 
water with his hand. If anhaga means literally ‘one dweller’, and can mean ‘one who 
sets himself aside to think’ then my Wanderer is perhaps not on the sea but by it. He 
may have ‘wandered the ways of exile’ but he has come to rest on the coastline. Part 
one of Anhaga ends with the narrator on a beach and part two begins with him in the 
same place. Part two ends by returning him to the ‘rime cold sea’.  
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Secondly, my other move away from the poem lies in the ‘wise man passage’ (ll. 73-
87). The description is of a ruined Anglo-Saxon settlement or a Roman building. I 
know enough about Anglo-Saxon art and culture, and have spent enough time in 
places like the West Stow experimental archeological site in Suffolk to be able to 
visualize something authentic. However, unless I make the effort, I have always 
visualized it as a scene from The Omega Man (1971) with Clint Eastwood staring at a 
deserted, ruined modern city. Films about the end of the world were common when I 
was first reading this poem, as were fears that the world was about to end in nuclear 
war. Mathew Reynolds, discussing Christopher Logue’s War Music, describes it as ‘a 
truth’ that ‘a translator can only ever translate an “idea” of the source, however 
thoroughly grounded that might be in scholarly knowledge or popular assumptions’ 
(2011, p. 226).  
These two features of my own response chimed with the freedom offered by 
Reynold’s observation and by Alexander’s concluding comment on ‘The Seafarer’: 
‘All translations, even the most literal and scholarly, are versions’ (1979, p. 75). 
The dangers of dynamic equivalence are not so much ‘the dubious conclusions’ of 
Basset’s observation, but rather that the translation will significantly diminish the 
original. I had an example of this in Jane Holland’s Lament of the Wanderer (2008). 
Holland creates a version of ‘The Wanderer’, translating it into a monologue with a 
blurred mix of the modern and vaguely medieval. The speaker is a she. She has lost 
her lover and seems to be travelling in search of a new one.  
Described like that it does not sound convincing. As a monologue in its own right, the 
poem works. As a version of ‘The Wanderer’, it misses much of the original. Even the 
title, focusing on ‘lament’, misses the movement to consolation. The Old English 
poem gives shape and form to a cultural nightmare that threatened everyone in the 
audience. Holland’s monologue replaces it with a painful but commonplace 
experience: it is difficult to imagine anyone who does not, at some stage in her or his 
life, lose a loved one. The original Wanderer’s search for a new context, fraught with 
danger, is replaced by what seems to be the suggestion that the speaker is on a road 
trip trying to find a replacement lover. 
This negative effect of dynamic equivalence, the way it can diminish the original, can 
also be used for deliberate effect. I doubt many readers will recognize ‘Bus Stop 
Philosophy’ in Anhaga (pp. 78-79) as a dynamic equivalence translation of the 
argument between Palamon and Arcite from Chaucer’s ‘The Knight’s Tale’ (ll. 
1075ff). Beneath the gloss afforded by Chaucer’s Knight’s chivalric trappings and the 
Petrarchan conventions that gild the incident, lurks a disturbing story of two 
privileged young men fighting over a girl they haven’t met. Shifting the poem into a 
modern setting can highlight and question the basic values of the source text.  
But the challenge of dynamic equivalence, what makes the process interesting to me, 
is firstly how to bring the content, not the form, of the Old English Poem into the 
present. What would be a modern equivalent of the eardstapa’s dilemma?  
 
T.S. Eliot claimed  
 
 When a poet's mind is perfectly equipped for its work, it is constantly 
 amalgamating  disparate experience; the ordinary man's experience is chaotic, 
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 irregular, fragmentary. The latter falls in love, or reads Spinoza, and these two 
 experiences have nothing to do with each other, or with the noise of the 
 typewriter or the smell of cooking; in the mind of the poet these experiences 
 are always forming new wholes. (1921, p. 287) 
 
The production of Anhaga is a performance of this observation. While I was working 
on the review of translations mentioned above, I returned to Coventry for the launch 
of my collection Lady Godiva and Me, a sequence of poems about the history of the 
city. As the car topped the Humber Hill, I was shocked to see the Humber Road 
factory was in the process of being demolished. Instead of the familiar sight of the 
factory complex spread out below there was what seemed a vast area of waste ground, 
bordered by some half-demolished walls. One of the gates was still standing but 
isolated and attached to nothing. There was heavy earth-moving machinery idle in the 
late afternoon and flocks of sea birds scavenging on the rubble. It was unsurprising 
that the phrase ‘eald enta geweorc  īdlu stondon’ (old work of giants, standing idle) 
presented itself. The first piece in Anhaga is situated in the geography of that drive. I 
cite this as another instance of the value of Practice-Led Research through its embrace 
of serendipity and circumstance. !
 
Reflecting further, my visit to Coventry reminded me of the sudden collapse of paid 
work in the late 1970s as the city’s manufacturing industry self-destructed. I 
remembered the lost men, many of whom had come to the city when unskilled jobs 
were plentiful and well paid, who suddenly found themselves out of work. For my 
father’s generation, in a working class, migrant community, one of the essential 
definitions of masculinity was to hold down a job and to be able to provide food, 
clothes and shelter for the family. Without work, those definitions collapsed. Men and 
women who had survived the Blitz were suddenly confronting not only their own lack 
of purpose and perceived lack of worth but a younger generation who seemed more 
concerned with leisure and pleasure and who saw ‘duty’ and ‘obligation’ as old-
fashioned virtues that didn’t apply. The readily available identities of a generation ago 
were no longer available and were seen as undesirable by the new generation. Mr. and 
Mrs. Normal in Anhaga are based on those memories.  
 
In Enigmas of Identity (2011), Peter Brooks argues that concern about identification 
and identity is a characteristic, if not defining feature, of Modernity and its literature. 
My previous studies in the literature of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries make me 
suspect that while it is true they are characteristic tropes of the fictive texts of 
Modernity, the problem of identity is as old as language. While it may not have been 
considered a fit subject for what we now call poetry, there were numerous times when 
history would have pushed people into a place where ‘who are you?  and ‘what are 
you doing here?’ would have been important questions.  
 
The problem of identity, a problem of naming, of the meaning of titles, would have 
been acute in the fifth century when Roman Britain was transforming itself into the 
beginnings of Anglo-Saxon England.21 The scarcity of evidence for this period means !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
21 See for example the discussion of the ‘title’ dux bellorum by Leslie Alcock 1971, 
pp. 60-61 and the more general discussion of identity at this time in Fleming 2011, 
especially pp. 30-60.   
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that arguments about what happened will continue and any final consensus is unlikely. 
It is a period of history that has fascinated me for decades.22 
 
While historians used to divide the participants along ethnic, religious and linguistic 
boundaries, more recent studies like Robin Fleming’s (2010), have questioned how 
meaningful or rigid such divisions were for the people at the time. What is undeniable 
is that the attitudes and behaviors naturalized by four centuries of Roman rule were 
dissolving in a period of sustained change. By the end of the fifth century AD, the 
world of great grandparents had disappeared. Words and titles given stability by the 
traditions and institutions of four centuries of Roman rule were still being used, but in 
ways that were undoubtedly different. It would have been a time of both linguistic 
flux and blurring identities. The second part of my creative work, Anhaga, is set in the 
early part of this Anglo-Saxon period. 
 
I remember, as an undergraduate, reading Bede’s description of this period and 
experiencing the disturbing realization that any image words like King, Prince, 
Kingdom, Army, Battle, Pagan, Christian might conjure up were inappropriate. I 
knew that history re-presents the past, but this was my first experience of the sense 
that what had happened would always escape attempts to describe it and that the 
description had created a version that was different to the reality. The past was 
irreducibly strange and other. About the same time, I was reading Norman Cohn’s 
Europe’s Inner Demons (1975), which charts the way medieval understandings of 
various phenomena are now known to be wrong. Cohn’s work also tracks the 
misunderstandings faced by early Christians, whose Eucharist was misinterpreted as a 
cannibal ritual that involved the sacrificial eating of babies.  
 
In Enigmas of Identity (2011, p. 251) Peter Brooks quotes Freud, who noted that his 
patients could not narrate themselves into coherence and this phrase provided the 
explicit link between memory, narrative and identity. In part one of Anhaga, the 
nameless central character, having lost his memory, and unable to ‘narrate himself 
into coherence’, seeks for a definition by moving through a variety of the social and 
cultural roles that are on offer.  
 
In the second part of Anhaga, his counterpart begins by being given a role that defines 
him. By virtue of linguistic ability, he is made Ambassador for the court of Pengwern. 
But before he can fulfill his role, Pengwern is destroyed, his embassy is pointless and 
then he confronts the fact that his mission was based on a misunderstanding; the kind 
detailed in Cohn’s study (1975).  
 
The Ambassador narrates himself into coherence by turning the scattered events of his 
journey into a suitably mythical and heroic story (pp. 129-130). All through his 
journey his party has collided with the difference between words and what they 
describe. Now the words describe something that readers know did not occur. The 
reader is left to decide whether by the end of the story he has found a definition, or if !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
22 The literature covering this period is vast, but Barry Cunliffe’s Britain Begins 2013 
and Robin Fleming’s Britain after Rome 2010 provide accessible narratives. Leslie 
Alcock’s Arthur’s Britain 1971 still provides a concise summary of the surviving 
evidence which is revisited and updated by Guy Halsall’s Worlds of Arthur 2013.  
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what he has done suggests the process of ‘narrating oneself into coherence’ is always 
an act of mythmaking drawing on the categories available at the time.  
 
‘The Wanderer’ raises the question of identity and then answers it, as previously 
discussed, by moving from the isolation of the anhaga via an acceptance of transience 
to the security of Christian faith. To give myself room to move, I made two deliberate 
choices. When I translated the poem into a modern setting I left out the Christian 
message, not because I thought it was a later addition to the original, but because if I 
left it out then the question ‘who am I/what is my context?’ remains open. I wanted to 
move my character towards an equivalent of the confrontation at the end of the Old 
English poem, without explaining the lesson.  
 
My second decision was to make a deliberate mistranslation of a key word. In the line 
‘Ongietan!sceal!glēaw!hæle!!hū gǣstlic bið’ gǣstlic is translated as: ghastly/terrifying 
(Dunning and Bliss), spiritual/eerie (Klinck) or spiritual/religious (Baker). There 
seems to be a combination of religious experience combined with fear. I had no 
linguistic justification but I translated it as liberated. ‘A wise man grasps how 
liberated he will be when all this world’s wealth stands waste’. Ignore the modernist 
passivity of fumbling amongst the ruins, or the postmodern game of questioning 
whether there are ruins or anyone to observe them. Imagine the last survivor staring at 
the ruins of civilization. There would be an irreducible I doing the staring. What 
would it be like to be that person? What would it be like to exist where there was no 
means of identification in the social or cultural sense?  
 
The beauty of creative writing is that the writer can explore questions like these 
without any commitment to a conclusion. Thinking along these lines gave me a basis 
for a dynamic equivalence translation. I needed a nightmarish situation that anyone, 
regardless of gender, race, class or creed, could experience. Unemployment, once 
considered terrifying, is no longer considered a bad thing in some circles. Memory 
loss was an obvious choice. Most people will either encounter someone suffering 
from extreme memory loss as a consequence of age or accident, or will suffer it 
themselves.  
 
In my experience, writing a sequence of poems always leads in unforeseen directions. 
Because of the associative nature of language, if three new poems are put together 
they will start to suggest further poems. As they do this, they usually raise questions 
which require conventional research and this learning process is one of the reasons I 
write sequences. Pursuing the idea of memory loss, I found that Lawrence Wright in 
Remembering Satan (1994), analyses a case where, as part of the investigation, a 
police suspect is told that the fact that he does not remember the crimes he is accused 
of proves he did them, and that when he admits to them, he will remember. The case 
is discussed by Brooks (2000, pp. 119ff) and Schacter (1996, pp. 130ff), with a more 
general discussion of memory in general in Draaisma (2004). Pursuing the 
nightmarish possibility of this scenario, I read Corkin’s study (2013) and Spanos 
(1996) and then I found that Sacks (1985) relates the case of a man who committed a 
particularly violent murder while on PCP and who did not remember any details of 
the crime until traumatized in a much later accident (pp. 154-57). 
 
As part of my research, I discussed the psychological state of fugue with two 
experienced psychologists. One had never encountered a genuine case but had been 
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asked to assess someone who claimed to be in fugue as an alibi for a violent crime. 
The other psychologist told me about two cases of genuine fugue. In one, the patient 
never recovered his identity, nor was he ever ‘claimed’ by anyone. The other story I 
encountered in my reading, which played a major role in the creation of the sequence, 
was the case of a man, 32 years of age, who after a severe accident could not 
recognize his wife or children or his own face in the mirror (Sacks 1985, p. 20).  
 
I had learnt from the debates about translation and about Pound’s in particular to be 
wary of trying to label what I was doing. Labels quickly become sticks with which 
critics can beat the writer. Because I was under no contractual obligation and was not 
expecting the end result to be published, it really did not matter if I were writing an 
adaptation, an appropriation or a translation of folios 76r-78r of The Exeter Book. 
Instead, I followed the lead that Reynolds offers. By studying the metaphors that 
poets use for their process of translation he had been able to accommodate the variety 
of practices that went under the broad umbrella term ‘translation’:  
 
These metaphors are not just different ways of describing a single activity. 
Arm in arm with the pragmatic business of creating an English text that 
somehow stands for a foreign one, and underneath the corresponding umbrella 
term ‘translation’, there flourish different imaginative processes which have 
been shaped, and can be named, by different metaphors. (Reynolds 2011, p. 6) 
At the end of his study, Reynolds wrote:  
These metaphors, fundamental to translation though they be, are nevertheless 
all simplifications. They inhere in the imaginative practice of translating, 
shaping it to a greater degree (as with Dryden’s ‘openings’) or a lesser (as 
with Golding) but never dominating it completely. (p. 305)  
For my part, the guiding metaphor for what I was trying to do is the Old English word 
síþ. As a noun, this means both a journey and an experience. Experience is therefore 
something you have to travel through to obtain. I did not start with knowledge and 
then write the poems. I moved through the writing process to acquire the knowledge. 
Again, this connects to current strands of thinking and practice in Practice-Led 
Research.  
Shippey’s suggestion is that this is the basic structure of ‘The Wanderer’ and poems 
like it. Moving through its series of powerful contrasts, ‘The Wanderer’ moves from 
personal misery to wisdom, the result of ‘a sense of anguished struggle in the mind 
between outburst and repression, fact and illusion, present and past’ (Shippey 1972, p. 
58). I was going to take the poem for a walk and run divisions on its ground. But at 
the same time, the central character would go on a journey encountering a range of 
identities and roles he would be offered in two time periods. Crucially, I wanted to see 
if I could make the reader share that journey in ways that went beyond the usual 
reader-central character identification.  
I did not theorize this idea. I imagined the reader stepping into the central character’s 
room, having time to note the bed, the wardrobe, the box of books and DVDs and 
then, seeing the door closing, following the character into the story. This is a trite 
metafictional concept but I was intrigued to see how I might be able to achieve it 
technically.  
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Síþ is a dangerous metaphor to use because the metaphor of the journey has been 
debased in modern usage. Overused, it crops up everywhere from personal trainers, to 
pop psychology, inspirational memes and Instagram posts, to educational speakers 
and TED talks. Everyone it seems is on ‘a journey’. It’s even been used to describe 
the writing process.  
If I want to travel from my house in Australia to my parents’ house in Coventry, I can 
book on line, arrange to be delivered to the airport and a day or so later stand in line 
for customs in Birmingham, listening to passengers complaining because the plane 
arrived an hour later than scheduled. My journey is predictable, safe and requires very 
little from me except time and money. If anything does go wrong it is seen as an 
aberration.  
The Anglo-Saxon síþ, on the other hand, was different. It required physical effort. It 
was uncertain, often dangerous and there was no guarantee the destination would be 
reached let alone when the traveller might arrive. Surviving such a journey taught the 
traveller much and whatever the final destination it provided a vantage point from 
which the experience could be considered and turned into wisdom. 
If the activity of creative writing is described as a journey and the journey 
unconsciously evoked is the modern trans-continental flight, or the time-tabled bus or 
train journey with their well-known routes and stopping points, then the idea of 
creativity has become as reduced as the metaphor that describes it. I can only say that 
my own creative-writing practice has much more in common with the accidents and 
discoveries of the Anglo-Saxon version.  
That idea chimed with Barthes’ description of reading in ‘From Work to Text’: 
 The reader of the Text may be compared to someone at a loose end (someone 
 slackened off from any imaginary); this passably empty subject strolls—it is 
 what happened to the author of these lines, then it was that he had a vivid idea 
 of the Text—on the side of a valley, a oued flowing down below (oued is there 
 to bear  witness to a certain feeling of unfamiliarity); what he perceives is 
 multiple, irreducible, coming from a disconnected, heterogeneous variety of 
 substances and perspectives: lights, colours, vegetation, heat, air, slender 
 explosions of noises, scant cries of birds, children's voices from over on the 
 other side, passages, gestures, clothes of inhabitants near or far away. All 
 these incidents are half-identifiable: they come from codes which are known 
 but their combination is unique, founds the stroll in a difference repeatable 
 only as difference. (Barthes 1977, p. 159) 
Barthes’ reader is freed by the joint deaths of Author and Critic. That freedom can 
also be claimed by the poet. What I like most about Barthes is the exuberance of his 
writing and his stand for pleasure and freedom. For me, the greatest of all pleasures 
offered by the text is the pleasure of making one. Pleasure, whether the pleasure of 
reading or writing, is something that is too often absent from critical discussions.  
Rather than being tied to taxonomies of impossibility, or worrying about whether I 
was adapting, translating or appropriating the base text, I took the idea of the anhaga 
for a walk. I paid attention to the echoes and familiar resonances of known texts as 
well as to chains of non-literary associations. Doing this allowed me to use the 
creative project as a way of exploring a variety of ideas, without being committed to 
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writing a conventional academic essay on ‘identity and memory’ or ‘narrative poetry’ 
or even, though it intrigued me, on ‘the character of the Anhaga in literature’. If 
dynamic equivalence gave me the content of my creative project, then I could finally 
return to the initial question: Could I tell my story using poems, in a way that was 
different to prose?  
The answer to that question lies in recent work on Old English poetry.  !!
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Chapter(Four:(Bringing(it(all(Back(Home(
 
Any explanation of a creative work is only ever partial and like Bede’s attempts to 
explain what happened in the fifth century not only fails but in failing creates a 
version of something other than what one might claim to be describing. The two parts 
of my PhD thesis work in tandem towards an original contribution to knowledge, but 
they reflect two different ways of thinking and operate within two very different sets 
of conventions. Writing a poem, however one defines a poem, offers the possibility of 
thinking through and in language in a way that is very different from the orderly 
structures of expository prose. One of the many things Eliot’s poet has to negotiate, 
especially if he or she enrolls in a creative writing program, is the gulf between two 
ways of thinking and the danger of assuming that critical discourse is somehow the 
privileged partner.  
In this final chapter I will bring together the strands of the exegesis and show how 
characteristics of Old English poetry, its residual orality, its ‘inscribed’ nature, 
provided a way of thinking through what might be done with a narrative written in 
poems. In so doing it is possible to argue that creative practice can offer a solution to 
the question that critical practice by itself can’t. I would also suggest that the other 
advantage to creative practice is that while it is possible to theorize many possible 
answers to a critical question, the pressure exerted on any answer by the attempt to 
realize it in a creative work evaluates the theory very quickly.  
To begin, I want to lay the ground of this concluding discussion by noting two 
essential, related, technical features of Old English poetry that underwrite much of 
what comes later in this chapter, where I will show how the alterity of Old English 
poetry, rather than being a critical problem, provides a new perspective on how a 
narrative told using poems could differ from a narrative told in prose.  
The first is the peculiar intertextuality of Old English poetry, which is caused by its 
formulaic nature.  
At the turn of the last century, scholars noted what were called Parallelstellen—
passages of marked similarity in diction, syntax and treatment (Shippey 1972, pp. 87-
88). Discussing them, Mark Amodio uses the example of ‘The Death of Edgar’, a late 
poem inserted in The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle. ‘Of the passage’s ten half-lines, eight 
find parallels in a total of four other Old English Poems: Beowulf, The Fight at 
Finnsburgh, Andreas and The Seafarer’ (2004, p. 54).  
It is important to realize that this doesn’t mean the creator of ‘The Death of Edgar’ 
had read these four poems, or was trying to allude to them. As Amodio goes on to 
explain  
what most distinguishes medieval from modern intertextuality is the 
extraordinary degree to which contemporary authors are conscious of the 
processes in which they engage and the extent to which that consciousness 
reflects (and is perhaps demanded by) their audience’s horizon of expectations. 
(p. 58)  
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Using the example of The Waste Land, Amodio points out that there is ‘no doubt that 
T.S. Eliot consciously drew upon Petronius’s Satyricon for the epigraph to The Waste 
Land ’ (p. 58). However,  
whereas Eliot could have and most certainly did have access to copies of 
Petronius, the Bible, Baudelaire, Dante’s Divine Comedy, and all the other 
texts that he explicitly cites in his authorial footnotes (not to mention those 
that he passes over silently, and that are revealed in the poem’s editorial 
footnotes), chances are remote that the Edgar-poet had access to all, or 
perhaps any, of the texts whose diction he echoes. (p. 58)  
In the case of Old English poetry, the ‘intertextuality’ is produced by what Amodio 
calls a ‘highly specialised, traditional oral register’ (p.58). A poetic diction, operating, 
as previously noted, within a monolithic poetic metre, produced by the habits of oral-
formulaic construction, meant that the scop could not avoid this form of 
‘intertextuality’ and ‘allusion’ if he or she tried.23  
If ‘parallel-places’ have been recognized and discussed for over a century, then the 
second, ‘background feature’ I need to briefly describe here is Carol Braun 
Pasternack’s claim that Old English poems are characterized by what she calls a 
‘movement structure’.  
She argues that the Old English poems we know are made up of ‘movements’ and that 
these movements were interchangeable between poems, could be used separately and 
their order rearranged as a user (scop, scribe or reader) saw fit. She argues that ‘The 
Wanderer’ is made up of ‘discrete movements, one added to the other’ (2006, p. 36). 
She divides ‘The Wanderer’ into 6 movements: 
An introduction (1-5), a first-person rendering of a solitary person’s cares (6-
29a), a third person description of feelings of isolation (29b-58), a series of 
gnomic utterances about the importance of moderation in a fleeting and 
difficult world (65-87), a philosophical lamentation about the disappearance of 
all that is joyful and dear on this earth (88-110), and a closing frame, which 
reminds ‘us’ that honour and security are in heaven (111-15). (pp. 36-37) 
Pasternack claims the movement structure means a text is open ‘to a certain amount 
of play, giving the reader the choice of leaving the ambiguities open, at play, or 
resolving them through interpretation’ (p. 23). She also claims that ‘What the text 
does not do is dictate to its readers a single meaning, orthodox or otherwise’ (p. 23). I 
see these two statements as fundamental aims of my own writing. Pasternack’s point 
is that, in use, any Old English text could have been reassembled to produce a very 
different ‘poem’.   
Obviously, once ‘inscribed’, one possible version is preserved and given that there is 
rarely more than one version of an Old English poem Pasternack’s argument is 
vulnerable to the objection that there is very little proof to support her theory. 
However, the theory itself is coherent enough to be useful to me as a writer of poems. 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
23 Longenbach 1994 explores Eliot’s allusions in more detail. Juven 2008 provides an 
exhaustive discussion of modern understandings of intertextuality.    
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Pasternack’s argument accounts for the ‘disjunctive’ nature of Old English poems as 
we have them. I wanted to explore the implications of this in a modern sequence.  
These two aspects, the intertextuality and the movement structure underpin most of 
the features of Old English that I exploited to answer my initial research question 
about narrative. Unlike the kind of influence traced in Jones’ book, my interest lay in 
trying to ‘translate’ aspects of Old English poetry which were so much a part of their 
context that they couldn’t be simply copied and used the way metre or kennings could. 
These features are those that modern scholars have recently described as being the 
result of its interstitial character, falling as it does between Oral and Print cultures. To 
summarize briefly before dealing with them in more detail, they are:  
Firstly, in an Old English poem, the /I/ is a space which any one of the text’s users 
can inhabit, without the disconcerting ghost of either the implied author or 
biographical writer. The absence of the author, coupled with a formulaic poetics and a 
traditional vocabulary and subject matter, creates a speaking /I/ who is not the author, 
nor a well-developed fictional character, but rather a traditional vantage point from 
which the topic, itself traditional, can be considered. In a sense, when anyone is 
forced to say who they are, they do something similar to someone in Anglo-Saxon 
society speaking this poem, or listening to it, or reading it. We perform ourselves by 
adopting positions which are always tentative, contingent, subject to revision, but 
which are in a sense ready made for us no matter how much we change them in 
adopting them.24   
Secondly, it has been argued that these poems do not create an implied author but an 
implied tradition. One of the many ways they do this is by being unavoidably allusive 
(see above); however, related to this is the idea that allusion can play different roles in 
Old English poetry than it does in modern poetry.  
Thirdly, oral poetry grounds abstraction in developed ‘concrete’ and familiar images.  
Fourthly, the poems are assembled in ‘movements’; these movements are 
interchangeable and moveable in ways that might be different to those of modern 
poetic sequences. 
Finally, syntax is used to distinguish between different speaking voices and different 
states of mind.  
Milman Parry argued that oral poetry was formulaic, but then rattled the academic 
community by showing statistically that Homer’s poetry is formulaic. The idea of 
Homer as originating genius of Western poetry was suddenly undermined by the 
realization that nothing in his poems was ‘original’ in the modern sense of the word. 
In The Singer of Tales (1960) A. B. Lord carried on Parry’s work on the formulaic 
nature of oral poetry by studying the practice of living bards in what was then 
Yugoslavia. This work was initially applied to Old English by Francis P. Magoun, Jr. !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
24 I am aware that there are philosophic traditions that have debated these questions, 
and more recently these questions have been a strand in literary theory, owing much 
to psychoanalysis and linguistics. I am consciously avoiding these approaches 
because my argument is that creative practice allows me to explore the issues in a 
different way.  
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in ‘The Oral-Formulaic character of Anglo-Saxon Narrative Poetry’ in Speculum in 
1953. Since then there has been much discussion of the ‘pre-literate’ or oral nature of 
Old English poetry. The usefulness and relevance of the idea has been fiercely 
debated, not least because the only evidence we have is written down.25  
Walter Ong outlined nine characteristics of ‘thought and expression’ in a primary oral 
culture (1982, pp. 36-57). Lois Bragg converted these characteristics of thought into 
‘features of orally composed verbal art’ and adds that seven are ‘typical of the Old 
English Lyric’ (1991, pp. 25-26). The features that seemed to offer starting points for 
my writing, were the fifth, seventh and ninth of Ong’s list. According to him, thought 
in what he calls a primary oral culture is (v) close to the human lifeworld, (vii) 
empathetic and participatory rather than objectively distanced and (ix) situational 
rather than abstract.   
Thought needs to be ‘close to the human life world’ because ‘oral cultures must 
conceptualize and verbalize all their knowledge with more or less close reference to 
the human life world, assimilating the alien, objective world to the more immediate, 
familiar interaction of human beings’ (p. 42).  
Ong makes the point that ‘It [writing] separates the knower from the known’ and thus 
sets up conditions for objectivity (p. 44). Information becomes available which is not 
dependent on the memory of an individual, or even the proximity of the speaker. Thus 
‘For an oral culture learning or knowing means achieving close, empathetic, 
communal identification with the known’ (p. 45). This leads to the suggestion that the 
work is empathetic and participatory rather than objectively distanced.  
Finally, thought is situational rather than abstract. ‘Oral cultures tend to use concepts 
in situational, operational frames of references that are minimally abstract in the sense 
that they remain close to the living human lifeworld’ (p. 49). Ong observed that ‘an 
oral culture simply does not deal in such items as geometrical figures, abstract 
categorization, formally logical reasoning processes, definitions, or even 
comprehensive descriptions, or articulated self-analysis’ (p. 55). He concludes  
To assume that oral peoples are essentially unintelligent, that their mental 
processes are ‘crude’, is the kind of thinking that for centuries brought 
scholars to assume falsely that because the Homeric poems are so skillful, they 
must be basically written compositions.  
Nor must we imagine that orally based thought is ‘prelogical’ or ‘illogical’ in 
any simplistic sense. (p. 57) 
Old English poetry, even though the little that has survived was obviously written 
down, was produced in a mainly oral culture. It is not primitive or crude. It is different. 
Chris Jones’ idea, discussed in chapter two above, that turning towards Old English is 
a return to the ‘primitive within, the other that is also the same’ (2006, p. 7) is, I !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
25 For a concise overview of the debate in regards to Old English see Alexander, 2000, 
pp. 65ff, and Shippey 1972, Chapter four, especially pp. 89ff. Amodio 2004, gives an 
even-handed summary of the debates and detailed analysis of their implications.  !
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would suggest, only one response and one that labels as primitive something that 
obviously was not.   
As a key example of this, in Old English poetry the speaking /I/ of the text behaves in 
a substantially different way to the /I/ of a modern poem.  
It is obvious that the poet of ‘The Wanderer’ is not a man in a boat. But paradoxically 
nor is the man in the boat a fictional character in the modern sense. What Pasternack 
calls the ‘staged I’ (p. 14) has not yet become a fictional narrator; the language 
remains formulaic rather than shaped to imply a particular subjectivity. Old English 
poetry, she argues, does not imply the idea of an author but rather the idea of a 
tradition (p. 17). Part of the way it does this is through the formulaic diction described 
above.  
The absence of the author’s name is not an accident. Lois Bragg points out that today 
an anonymous poem is an anomaly, it means the name is lost or deliberately hidden. 
In an Old English or early medieval text it signals the author’s insignificance (1991 
pp. 29-30). We might accept that ‘originality’ is a Romantic concept, but we still 
assume that someone makes the story. This was not an early medieval assumption. As 
A.C. Spearing notes, in the early Middle Ages narrative was ‘traditionally accepted as 
existing objectively, without any anchoring in personal perception’ (2010, p. 31).  
Relatedly, Pasternack claims that: 
We see in The Wanderer the features of inscribed verse: the separateness of its 
movements created through diverse patterns of sound and sense, the absence 
of a consistent subjective stance, the participation of individual movements 
within traditional networks of echoically similar statements, and the reader’s 
role in constructing meanings for the disjunctive, authorless text. (p. 36) 
Pasternack’s point is that the speakers in the poem ‘can be used as imaginary 
positions from which to view or listen to movements. The speakers do not impose a 
subjectivity on the readers: they do not function as characters through which a reader 
might construct an author’ (p. 45). 
This is linked to the fact that: 
But whereas normally a modern first person presents what is supposed to be a 
viewpoint peculiar to that person’s personality and experience, the manuscript 
sequence gives voice to a traditional position, the speech taking its content and 
its expression from the formulaic theme of exile. (p. 45) 
For Peter Clemoes the first-person speakers of Old English poems ‘were essentially 
controlled by the linguistic community to which they belonged: they were responding 
to the dramatic potentials with which conventional symbolic language had already 
invested a given situation’ (1995, p. 276), even in the rare cases when that /I/ appears 
to be a character speaking personally, as it does in ‘The Wanderer’. 
The combination of traditional narrator and traditional subject matter and language, 
means that unlike the modern poem, the experience ‘The Wanderer’ describes is one 
that every one of the poem’s users, regardless of sex, age or ‘class’ could experience. 
If it is the culture’s worst personal nightmare, it is one that no one was exempt from. 
In the society it was made for the /I/ speaking is a space that can be occupied by 
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anyone who can vicariously experience what is being described, because in a 
traditional society it is likely that if they were to experience this situation, their 
reactions would be variations on the eardstapa’s.  
Perhaps the riskiest of my choices was to consider how I might try to achieve this in a 
modern poem where assumptions about poets, narrators and characters all crowd that 
/I/. I wanted to put readers in the central character’s predicament and have them share 
his search for coherence. To do that I wanted to exploit the formal features of a poetic 
sequence to produce a narrative effect on the reader.  
I referred briefly in my previous chapter to Peter Brooks’ work (2001, 2011) on the 
links between narrative, memory and identity. If ‘your identity lies in the stories you 
can tell’ (2011, p. 20) and if, following Rousseau, the concept of the self depends on 
memory, then it follows that the ‘self is narrative; it must be retrieved from the past, 
the lines of continuity leading from past to present traced and retraced’ (2011, p. 14). 
Sigmund Freud had noted that his patients came to him ‘with broken down narratives’ 
(Brooks 2011, p. 51): 
The stories told by neurotic patients, he [Freud] writes “may be compared to 
an unnavigable river whose stream is at one moment choked by masses of 
rocks and at another divided and lost amongst shallows and sandbanks”. 
(Freud SE 7:16 qtd. Brooks 2011, p. 51)  
If we accept that ‘It is in the peculiar nature of narrative as a sense-making system 
that clues are revealing, that prior events are prior, and causes are causal only 
retrospectively, in a reading back from the end’ (2011, p. 137) then as Brooks goes on 
to explore, there is an important if perhaps obvious difference between fictional 
narrative and the narrative we tell about our lives. In a fictional text, the significance 
of an event is guaranteed by the ending we haven’t yet reached and we can assume 
that what we read has a significance which will be revealed when we do reach that 
end. In life, significance is merely retrospective.  
If my central character, who I think of for convenience as the Translator, has lost his 
memory he cannot ‘narrate himself into coherence’. He cannot make the building 
blocks of his past, in Freud’s terms, into a coherent narrative of who he is. ‘The 
connections among events are faulty, the narrative glue that should hold them together 
intelligibly has disintegrated’ (Brooks, 2011, p. 51). The link between this metaphor 
and the poetic sequence, reimagined as a movement structure, where the individual 
pieces are building blocks for a narrative, seemed fairly obvious.  
In Troubling Confessions (2001) Brooks complicates the idea of ‘narrating into 
coherence’. Discussing the role confession plays in criminal processes, he addresses 
the problem; what happens when the confession is a lie? By extension, if we are able 
to ‘narrate ourselves into coherence’ does the ‘truth’ of the narrative matter? In the 
second part of Anhaga, the Ambassador provides a narrative of his journey the reader 
knows is false. Readers can, should they wish to, contemplate the implications. 
Could I put the reader in a situation where the Translator’s failure to put the pieces 
together was their problem as well? The movement structure seemed to offer 
possibilities.  
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Life in the twenty-first century is characterized by an excess of information. We are 
adrift in a wash of digital connections. If the problem facing the Modernists was the 
breaking up of forms and if the problem facing the working men where I grew up was 
the sudden dissolution of traditional roles, then the contemporary problem is having to 
sift through previously unimaginable quantities of digital information.  
Throughout Anhaga, characters try and fail to make connections, either between 
information or with other characters. The answering machine in the Translator’s 
lodgings is broken. Mr. Plod cannot join the dots to solve his case, although he knows 
the clues that should allow him to do so (p. 99). Laura has 600 friends on Facebook 
none of whom she has ever met (p. 56). Her parents provide the Translator with a 
retrospective narrative that makes sense of her actions but only after she’s dead and 
there is nothing he can do with the information (pp. 82-83).  
If I wanted to put my reader in the same position the central character is in, firstly I 
would provide too much information. Wolfgang Iser had noted this as a characteristic 
of Joyce’s writing in Ulysses:  
We realize that all these details constitute a surplus that project far beyond any 
organizational schema that the novel might offer us. And so each reading 
gives us a new chance to integrate the details in a different way—with the 
result, however, that each form of integration brings about a sort of 
kaleidoscopic reshuffling of the material excluded. (1974, pp. 198-99)  
I set out to exploit the movement of the reader, from piece to piece in a sequence, 
where there would be firstly a deliberate excess of information.  
To do this I used Pasternack’s idea of the movement. Firstly, ‘The Wanderer’ as we 
have it suggests a story. After a disaster, a character sets out to find a new context. He 
travels until he arrives at a ruined place where he realizes that his loss is simply an 
example of the truth that everything passes. The poem suggests a story because of the 
way the pieces have been put together and the way that the reader moves from one 
movement to the next. 
I took that as the basic ‘ground’—to borrow Dryden’s musical metaphor—for my 
creative work. But the movement structure offers more interesting suggestions.  
In an oral culture the distinction between figurative and literal language is blurred if it 
is at all meaningful. When dealing with abstractions like ‘transience’ the scop 
encoded them in situations and actions that would be believable to his or her audience. 
They had to be believable to the audience for the simple reason that ‘To carry 
conviction, such testimony had to be true to collective experience, just as poetic 
language was’ (Clemoes 1995, p. 189). If we take lines 6-29a as a separate poem, I 
have a description of a man, at sea. He is alone because his friends and kin are dead. 
Like any single poem it is possible to read this as literal description, or as symbolic. 
In any single poem the question, is this factual description or metaphor, stays open. 
Once these lines are in the movement sequence they are currently in, then what 
precedes and what follows confirms the feeling that reading this as symbolic is 
justified. The scop didn’t need to signal that his work was ‘symbolic’ or figurative. 
There was a shared understanding about how a poem worked.  
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So the man in the boat, can be a man in a boat, or can be a symbol of transience. 
Normally, in a modern sequence, as in the existing version of ‘The Wanderer’, the 
reader moves to the next poem and the issue is decided. What would happen if I did 
not provide the reader with the necessary information to rule out either option?  
To clarify the issue, I will use Anthony Easthope’s discussion of the idea of the 
‘syntagmatic chain’. He points out that 
‘I hate pigs’ is a sentence correctly generated within the rules of English 
syntax. Extension of the syntagmatic chain with another sentence (such as 
either ‘However, I like horses’ or ‘Last week I got busted’) would firmly 
identify the chain as belonging to agricultural or to bohemian discourse. 
(Easthope 1983, p. 38) 
I think the example can be taken much further. ‘Pigs’ can have numerous meanings: 
the OED lists two nouns, the first having 13 main headings. ‘Pigs’ as a sign has only 
potential meanings until it is used in a sentence. But the sentence has only potential 
meaning until it has a context. Easthope suggests that simply reading the words can 
tell us what they mean. But context (including genre), speaker, usage and what comes 
before and afterwards all play a part in establishing meaning and I wanted to see how 
I could exploit that in a sequence of poems. 
As Easthope’s example suggests, ‘Pigs’ adopts a meaning either literal or figurative 
depending on what follows it. Meaning is a product of linear syntax. We move 
through language in a high-speed guessing game where we predict what will come 
next and our predictions are either confirmed or qualified by what we encounter. 
When we move from poem to poem in a sequence, what we read is subject to the 
same process as the reading of Easthope’s three sentences, though a lot more is going 
on.  
Easthope also discusses the ‘slippage of the signifier’. His example is that ‘horse’ can 
mean many different things. As he points out, ‘horse’ includes ‘the “horse” illegally 
sold in white packets’ (p.35). ‘Busted’ likewise has a range of meanings from arrested 
to financially destitute, to down on one’s luck, to broken. In which case, ‘I love horse. 
I hate pigs. Yesterday I was busted. I need Ice’ suspends the question of meaning for 
Horse, Pigs, Busted and Ice. It would mean something completely different if spoken 
by a butcher, a drug dealer or someone in a restaurant. It would also mean different 
things in different fictional genres.  
The fact that meaning is created by moving from one unit to another, whether at the 
level of word, line, sentence, stanza or poem, is crucial to my project. The lyric 
sequence, which for my purposes means nothing more than a sequence of short pieces 
I think of as poems, offered an intriguing possibility of self-contained units of sense in 
each poem, whose status as fact or symbol in terms of the ongoing narrative, could 
shift depending on what came next. This was my first step in trying to recreate the /I/ 
of the Old English poem.  
Throughout this exegesis the problem of genre has been discussed in some detail. 
Rather than see genre as something requiring critical definition, I have suggested the 
usefulness of literary genres as a way of establishing a horizon of possible readings. I 
therefore set out to exploit this aspect of genre in my creative product linking it to the 
movement of the reader from poem to poem and the idea of an excess of information 
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to create the impression of multiple, simultaneous narratives. This fitted in with my 
aim to make the reader share the narrator’s problem of sorting through information in 
a search for his identity.  
My idea was that if I deliberately set out to frustrate the reader’s choice between 
narrative fact and metaphor or symbol, where the symbol was narrative fact in a 
different genre, I could create the impression that there were different stories being 
told simultaneously. I don’t mean stories about different characters or subplots, but 
different stories using the same ‘information’. If the reader moves from one piece 
where it’s not clear what is symbol (I’m using the term very loosely) or what is 
narrative fact, and finds, instead of confirmation of their choice a similar choice being 
offered, something interesting happens.  
It might be possible to read part one of Anhaga as a gothic story about modern 
vampires, or a detective story, or a psychological thriller, or a fantasy of reincarnation. 
By deliberately aiming for excess of information, I could shift the narrative from the 
usual jigsaw puzzle model, where the implication is that all the pieces will eventually 
fit together to make one unchanging narrative, to the Lego box model, where the 
pieces will never quite add up to a simple ‘gothic’ or ‘detective’ story but come close 
enough to suggest that they could at a second or third reading. Thus, rather than create 
a standard fictional text where the reader assumes that everything has a significance 
which will be revealed by the end of the narrative, I was playing with the idea of 
introducing the characteristics of a life narrative into a fictional text. Narrative 
coherence could be achieved retrospectively, but narrative coherence would depend 
on the vantage point the reader chose and which elements of the text the reader 
decided were important.  
The key to this was multiplying the generic markers. I can explain this by giving 
examples that survived into the final draft.  
In ‘Plodding’ (pp. 92-93) we learn that the detective is worn out by the case he can’t 
solve. Carmilla has begun to visit him every night and she is draining him. If this is a 
‘realistic story’ this is a simple metaphor: he’s experiencing a sleepless night because 
he can’t solve the case and it is draining his energy. He’s also noticed how attractive 
Carmilla is so the sexual overtones are deliberate. But if this is a vampire story, then 
Carmilla is doing exactly what the words say she’s doing.  
In a conventional story, the generic markers tend to reassure us as to which reading is 
literal and which is metaphor within the story world. But if the reader keeps 
encountering similar choices the ambiguity is kept open. In a detective story, set in a 
version of the ‘real world’, there are no vampires. In that context, when someone says, 
‘But nobody believes in vampires’ (p. 93), it’s a scornful dismissal of a silly idea. 
Anyone who disagrees is obviously delusional. But if the detective is a character in a 
vampire film, then until recently it was a convention of modern vampire films that the 
speaker is about to die. Plot twists and genre benders aside, it’s usually clear how the 
line should be read, at least on the second reading. In my story, however, the line 
remains ambiguous, and is made even more ambiguous in this case because Nobody 
is the name the police have given the Translator.  
There have to be other pieces in the sequence where the same choice is offered. In a 
story about ‘the real world’, a media frenzy about vampires and ‘another’ Jack the 
Ripper is an example of the way the modern news media works (p. 35). In a vampire 
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story, initial scepticism will soon be overwhelmed by the vampire’s activities and the 
media will be vindicated.  
The fact that the lines are also blurred outside of fiction helps. The real life, self-
confessed vampire killer, Sean Manchester, who was a major player in the (in)famous 
Highgate Vampire Case in the 1970s, is interviewed in the documentary Real 
Vampires (2007), complete with his modern lightweight vampire killing kit.26 In 
November 2016, the British Daily Star ran a story under the headline: ‘The Highgate 
Vampire returns: Horror sightings of “floating figure” spark UK panic’. In ‘the real 
world’ a self-confessed professional vampire slayer who claims to have terminated 
vampires is a disturbing challenge to rationality. In a ‘realistic’ fictional story, he’s 
obviously deluded. In a vampire story, he’s the literary descendant of Abraham Van 
Helsing and he’s going to save the world.  
Knowing that my potential reader would need some orientation, there are several 
references in the text to the idea that the reader needs to decide which genre they are 
reading. In ‘Freeze Frame #69’ (p. 50) the point is made explicitly. In ‘Freeze Frame 
#2 (Guess the Genre)’ (p. 76) the reader is told directly, ‘[What happens next depends, 
upon/ which version of the film you’re watching]’ (p. 77). At other times, an irate 
voice breaks into the text in square brackets, as it does in this quotation, like a 
frustrated director trying to impose his or her preferred version of the story.  
I wrote back stories in prose for different possible versions: a detective story about a 
revenge killing involving an elaborate alibi, a vampire story, a strange fantasy of 
reincarnation and a psychological thriller about a man who’s lost his memory. 
However, while this seemed fine in theory, my attempts to realize it in practice soon 
ran aground. I drafted a version of about twenty pages and showed it to my usual 
range of willing pre-readers, plus a couple of ‘expert’ readers who volunteered to read 
it for me if I read their work in progress.  
At this point I confronted both the strengths and weaknesses of Practice-Led Research. 
There was no objective standard against which my experiment could be measured. I 
may have successfully re-invented the way a narrative could be told using poems. But 
my readers were baffled. Even when I explained what I thought I was doing they 
remained baffled. It’s possible my explanation was inadequate; my execution of the 
idea was inept; I had chosen the wrong readers or that the idea was simply 
unworkable.  
What was indisputable was that my initial idea required an improbably sophisticated 
and tolerant Model Reader who not only reads poetry the way I do but enjoys non-
literary texts and the kind of literary games I do and was probably far more intelligent 
and patient than I am. I had also succeeded in writing a text I didn’t want to read. My !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
26 I didn’t quote from Manchester’s interview; he’s too disturbing. The best initial 
source for the Highgate Vampire case is still the Wikipedia entry. The Daily Star 
article can be found at http://www.dailystar.co.uk/news/latest-news/564244/Highgate-
Vampire-London-UK-panic-horror-ghost-paranormal-sightings-Dracula (Accessed 
17/04/2017). I was in the UK throughout November 2016, including Whitby for the 
annual Gothic weekend, and sadly didn’t notice any nationwide panic about vampires.  !
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personal dislike of art that is ‘conceptual’, in the sense that it cannot exist without the 
crutch of an explanation, meant that I recoiled.   
I simplified the first draft, in the process strengthening one of the generic possibilities, 
the police story and weakening others. This new version, that I thought was now too 
obvious, still baffled further readers, though there was an evident split between naïve 
readers who read it and enjoyed it, and some ‘expert’ readers who were baffled 
because the text did not do what they thought it should. I was encountering the same 
collision I have traced throughout this exegesis in relation to Old English. When the 
text confronts a reading practice, it is a rare critical reader who is prepared to see the 
reading practice as the problem and not the text as a failure.   
The published version plays the detective story even more strongly. I did not want the 
detective to solve the ‘case’ because that would have shut the reader out from the free 
play of possibilities of the text that was so important to me. Not all crimes are solved 
by the police, even in fiction. But for the reader who wanted a detective story and a 
solution, Mr. Plod, in ‘Plod Plodding’ (p. 99) knows the key facts but cannot 
verbalize them or make the connections. One thing that is easier to do in poems than 
in prose is use front and back acrostics to show something at the back of the mind and 
on the tip of the tongue, so a careful reading of ‘Plod Plodding’ provides the relevant 
‘clues’.  
The initial idea of multiple stories is still in evidence. The blurring of what is 
narrative fact and symbol creates a dream-like quality which I like and which still 
puts the reader into the Translator’s position of having to work out what is relevant or 
important information.  
Old English poetry is famously allusive. As I noted at the start of this chapter, its 
formulaic character means that the poems are ‘intertextual’ by default, in a way 
modern poetry is not. However, I think this alerts any writer to the way all language 
use produces allusions, intentional or otherwise. There is an unconscious or non-
rational aspect to the production of text. Part of the skill of drafting, I would suggest, 
is not only moving the poem towards a final point on any number of continua as 
previously discussed, but in recognizing and evaluating the ‘irrational’ additions to 
the text as it is produced.  
I would argue that one of the main skills in writing a modern poem is controlling and 
exploiting what Jean Jacque Lecercle (1990) calls ‘The Remainder’. This term 
represents the surplus of meaning that can attend any kind of utterance. In Anthony 
Easthope’s example, if I were writing about pigs as animals, any associations with 
pigs as a name for the police has to be avoided. At the same time, that same quality of 
language is what generates ideas, phrases and poems. It is what partially explains the 
process encoded in Eliot’s ‘Spinoza-and-the-typewriter-and-the-smell-of-cooking’ 
quoted in full above. But it is a process hidden to the reception-based critic who can 
only guess at it.  
Writing the first draft of the sequence quickly, I used what I think of as placeholders. 
These are words, names, phrases, even in some cases whole poems, which need to be 
there but will need changing or even discarding later. The phrase ‘a better place to be’ 
(p. 27, p. 79) was one such place holder. It seemed trite. I was intending to remove it 
until, as a passenger in a car, I heard Harry Chapin’s song of that name. I had known 
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the song in the 1970s but wasn’t aware of hearing it since. Given the subject matter of 
the song, the allusion seems appropriate, so it was left in the final version.   
From a writer’s perspective, such unconscious verbal echoing alerts me to the way 
threads of allusion suggest each other inadvertently. Such threads can be consciously 
followed and then consciously exploited.  
Early in the process I had made a list of Anhaga-type figures in English Literature to 
whom I could allude in the text. I had decided to leave out both the Ancient Mariner 
and Milton’s Satan. The latter is an exile. He has been banished from a home he 
wants to return to. But once I used Nil Serviam, a rewriting of Milton’s ‘Better to 
reign in Hell than serve in Heaven’27 suggested itself (p. 15).  
Once that had happened, Milton’s Satan started cropping up throughout the writing 
and I abandoned attempts to exclude him. ‘A Love Story Perhaps/My Memories of 
Meeting You’ (p. 75) evokes the moment where Satan returns to Eden. Although 
there is more than one garden in the English poetic tradition, the reference suggests 
we do ‘change shape’ to approach or attract the other and the link to Satan who 
intends to corrupt Eve suggests that such an approach is always problematic. In ‘On A 
Night When No Dogs Bark’ (p. 64) the narrator sees ‘Hell’s gatekeepers about their 
business’. Milton’s gatekeepers are Sin and Death. Someone is spying on Laura and 
Alice, who are stopping the watcher from returning ‘home’. The references continue 
until the Adam and Eve quotation at the end of the book, ‘Hand in hand with 
wandering steps’ (p. 131), suggests the Ambassador might have been expelled from 
Paradise.  
Setting up chains of linked allusion produce a form of coreference, binding the text 
together. They contribute to my attempts to blur the difference between narrative fact 
and symbol. At the same time, they expand, qualify, or comment on themes, 
characters and actions. If the reader knows Le Fanu’s story, then the fact that there is 
a Carmilla and a Laura, not only fits in with the other vampire references but suggests 
who the killer is. I do not expect any one reader to pick up all the allusions and the 
text is designed so that a reader who picks up none of them can still enjoy the 
experience. 
If Parallelstellen drew my attention to this play of verbal memory as an unconscious 
aspect of writing, the deliberate use of allusion in Old English poetry suggested a way 
allusion could be used that was significantly different to the way it is used in modern 
poetry. Peter Clemoes says that traditional stories are retold to reassess their value: 
Collective tradition from which collective story sprang, was not, however, just 
transmission of information; it involved assessment and judgement. Collective 
tradition became symbolic narrative in order to provide society with a 
combination of psychological realism and concentration on potentials as the 
basis of understanding. In this form it tested events against the wisdom which 
had been established by such means before. (1995, p. 192) 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
27 Paradise Lost Book 1, l. 263. The fact I associate this phrase primarily with James 
Joyce’s Stephen Dedalus and not Milton’s Satan is one of those personal, unconscious 
aspects of writing an observer could not know. 
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Thus, in retelling or adapting or appropriating another text the value of the text was 
being tested in a new voicing. I wanted to try this idea in the context of characters in a 
story world.  
Throughout my sequence, poems and songs are frequently quoted, misquoted and 
alluded to. As I was writing, I found that I was using the sequence to consider ways of 
reading poems. While I was determined not to write a narrative about a poet, writing a 
poem is unavoidably a comment on writing poems. Rather than avoid the issue, I 
decided to confront it and exploit it, following the lead offered by Clemoes’ 
suggestion. In Anhaga poems are used to represent and encapsulate ways of thinking 
and behaving which the Translator has to negotiate; these poems and songs have 
contributed over the centuries to the way people thought about their social and 
cultural roles. Mr. Normal, who is patriarchal and heteronormative, quotes from both 
Browning and Wyatt and, like some of my students, takes them literally. Laura and 
Alice quote from ‘Goblin Market’, but they also repossess Wyatt. What in Mr. 
Normal’s speech is ugly male aggression becomes in theirs an expression of affection.  
Rewriting is another way poems can be ‘assessed and judged’. For years I’ve used 
‘The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock’ in class. The base lesson begins with students 
looking for answers to three questions: What do you know or learn about him? Where 
is he? What’s he’s worrying about/what is his overwhelming question? The variety of 
answers that can be supported from the text suggests that one of the strengths of the 
poem lies in the impossibility of answering those questions in a way that categorically 
excludes some of the other answers.  
I do not pretend to have Eliot’s control of rhythm, or his ability to make images, but if 
one wrenches the poem out of its vagueness and puts ‘Prufrock’ on a specific set of 
stairs with a very specific question, then what happens to the poem? In the same way 
that a dynamic equivalence translation of Chaucer’s ‘Knight’s Tale’, by reducing two 
knights to two school boys at a bus stop looking at pictures of girls on a phone, might 
suggest something about the original stripped of its gloss, then stripping Prufrock of 
his protective coat of smoke and mirrors might also say something about that poem. 
By treating Prufrock as an example of what in Old English would have been 
‘collective story’, rewriting and reviewing it is not just ‘transmission of information’ 
but offers the poem for ‘assessment and judgement’. This is so different to the modern 
idea of adaptation or appropriation that my pre-publication readers, and some of the 
book’s readers, read ‘Je Meurs De Sauf Auprés De La Fontaine’ (p. 73) as a parody, 
some of them, ironically I thought, objecting strenuously to the fact I was parodying 
Eliot.  
I will argue, strenuously, that there are no parodies in Anhaga. My understanding of 
parody, confirmed by Falk and Teague’s entry for Parody in The New Princeton 
Encyclopaedia of Poetry and Poetics (1993), is that a parody ‘imitates the distinctive 
style and thought of a literary text, author or trad. [sic] for comic effect’ (p. 881). I 
don’t understand how anyone thinks the situation or the language of my poem could 
be considered comic. The reaction is another example of how reading practices are 
normative. A text seems to be related to another. It must be a parody because that’s 
the only readily available category. It is not funny: therefore, it is a bad parody. It’s 
easier to find fault with the work one is reading than find fault with one’s own reading 
practice.  
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My intention was far more serious. I wanted to see to what extent a famous poem 
exploits vagueness, or even relies on vagueness, to sugar coat ideas and behaviors. 
Stripped of that coating would it be far more uncomfortable to read? Might that 
suggest something about what is being valued about the poem? The Old English 
practice suggested that reusing the poem is a way of reassessing its value a century 
after it was written.  
In Old English the use of syntax can also be used as a reflection of character. For 
Pasternack, syntax in Old English poetry ‘indicates a conceptual mode more than it 
does the individuality of a subject’ (p. 104). Within the demands of an albeit flexible 
four beat line, with diction determined both by its traditional ‘poetic’ nature and the 
demands of alliteration, syntax was one feature which the scop could develop beyond 
the simple need for variation to avoid boredom.   
Pasternack shows how syntax in the movements is of crucial importance. In the first 
section of ‘The Wanderer’ (ll. 6-29a),  
Each period is structured to be different from the ones that have preceded it 
[….] the periods becoming longer and less clearly governed as the section 
continues. The disorder of the syntax suggests the disordered life of the one 
outside the community. The more the eardstapa elaborates his initial 
statement, the less controlled the syntax. (p. 38) 
By comparison, when the poem shifts from first person statements to shorter 
statements introduced by verse in a generalized third person, ‘the poet here suggests 
order in a number of ways. Virtually every sentence begins with the verb or an adverb 
plus a verb’ (p. 39).  
Thus, while the images of a man’s head on his lord’s knee and of the birds on 
the cold dark sea seem to represent a psychological state, the syntactic 
framework that supports these images prompts the audience to analyze them 
as typifying the psychological experience of a wanderer rather than as 
revealing one man’s inner feelings. (p. 40)  
I don’t think an Anglo-Saxon audience, especially a listening one, would have 
‘analyzed’ the syntax in this way. I think the effect is better conveyed in Pasternack’s 
discussion of ‘Elene’, where she points out that  
The contrast between Judas’s and the devil’s speech-patterns is the contrast 
between the disorder of evil and the clarity of good. In Judas’s speech syntax 
and semantics work together to produce a pattern of evenly paced 
subordination and to achieve a single rhetorical purpose. The texture of his 
speech differs markedly from the devil’s preceding speech, which is uneven in 
syntactic patterns and rhetorically erratic. (pp. 105-06) 
The idea of syntax being used to distinguish between characters or states of mind is a 
familiar one. It is a commonplace that Shakespeare’s characters are created by their 
diction, imagery and syntax. One of my options, explicitly specific to poetry, was to 
translate ‘syntax’ as ‘poetic form’. I tried the idea of giving each character his or her 
specific form and then using it as a way of suggesting something about the character.  
Mr. Normal obviously owns the dramatic monologue, which should suggest to the 
alert reader, via the explicit links to Browning, that he is not to be trusted. Laura’s 
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characteristic in ‘Laura’s Narrative’ is something that looks like a sonnet but never 
has fourteen lines. The Translator, having no identity, has no characteristic form. 
However, because in some pieces I needed to allow the reader freedom to decide who 
was speaking, I did not stick rigidly to this. 
I took this idea one stage further. Some of my characters’ speech contains poems they 
quote: Mr. Normal quotes Browning and Wyatt; Laura and Alice quote from ‘Goblin 
Market’ and Wyatt; while Browning, and by extension Mr. Normal, lurk as threat in 
echoes from ‘Porphyria’s Lover’ in ‘Laura’s Story’. Because these quotes can be 
worked into the rhythm of the pieces they occur in, they can be echoed, reworked, or 
simply ‘rhymed against’ to set up another form of specific coreference within the 
sequence. At the same time, they suggest ways of reading the characters.  
In terms of syntax proper, I followed my own interest with historical dictionaries, 
especially historical dictionaries of slang. I used Salgado (1992), Kinney A.F. (1990), 
McMullan (1984), The First English Dictionary of Slang 1699, and The 1811 
Dictionary of the Vulgar Tongue. Laura and Alice, who the Translator doesn’t 
understand, remain ‘untranslated’, their pieces sprinkled with ‘Thieves Cant’ or 
‘Peddler’s French’. I have wanted to use this for a long time, because I like the sound 
of phrases like ‘Darkmans budge’, and ‘dup the gigger’. Their use colours the sound 
of the text; it feels like turning on the effect peddle on the guitar. However, in order to 
make the reader share the Translator’s incomprehension, these terms are not 
translated. !
I had intended Mr Normal to speak a mixture of forces slang from the 1914-1918 and 
1939-1945 World Wars. This would have enforced the slightly out-of-date impression 
I was aiming for. I followed this through slang dictionaries and historical discussions 
of forces slang (Partridge ed. 1948, Brophy and Partridge eds 1930 and 2008), 
however, unlike Peddler’s French, which did not pass into common usage, most 
forces slang did, at least for my generation. Who would associate ‘I’m fed up’ 
meaning ‘I’m tired and disgusted’, or ‘over the top’ meaning ‘excessive’ with the 
trenches of the First World War where they first appeared? I substituted songs from 
the First and Second World War which, even if they are unrecognized, have the 
necessary ‘out of date’ feel. It was a way of suggesting something about Mr. Normal 
and his attitudes.  
When Tom Shippey argued that ‘in learning Old English one gains not just some 
modifications of insight, but a second eye and a discovery of perspective’ (1972, pp. 
13-14) he was probably thinking about the benefits of that perspective to scholars. In 
this chapter I have continued to extend his insight by applying it to writing. I have 
explored ways in which specific aspects of Old English poetry, those that are related 
to its interstitial nature between oral and print cultures, provided me with a 
perspective that could be used in the writing of a modern sequence of poems. That 
perspective allowed me to rethink the way a sequence of poems could be used to tell a 
story, providing one possible answer to my initial question.    
 ! (
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In 1911 Ezra Pound announced his ‘New Scholarship’. It was based, as K.K. Ruthven 
noted, on the use of ‘poems and translations rather than monographs as a means of 
exploring hypotheses’ (Ruthven 1990, p.16). This exegesis and the accompanying 
creative project reframe his argument in terms of Practice-Led Research: creative 
practice has advantages over literary critical approaches for the exploration of literary 
questions. The example of Pound’s ‘Scholarship poems’, in particular ‘The Seafarer’, 
provides a warning about the dangers of such a claim. Tied too closely to scholarship, 
the poems’ value in scholarly debates can date as quickly as the scholarly debates 
themselves. If the poems don’t work as poems in their own right, stripped of their 
explanations, then they are in danger of becoming of merely historical interest.  
In the current academic climate, it is easy to forget that literary criticism is just a 
highly-formalized way of using poems. For this reason, I have suggested it is 
important to recognize that, while criticism is part of the field for the domain of 
poetry, it’s also a domain in its own right with its own rules, conventions and 
requirements. Current conditions, which in the long view are recent and the product of 
specific social and cultural factors, mean that not only have both poetry and academic 
criticism become marginalized activities, but those conditions invert the balance of 
power so that once one enters the domain of literary criticism, criticism claims a 
privileged position over creative production.  
I have demonstrated my belief that any answer to the question ‘What is the difference 
between a story told in prose and a story told in poems?’ within the framework of 
literary critical thinking would be undermined by methodological problems. I have 
argued that the answer would require a definition of the question’s key terms to 
overcome these methodological problems. While Sir Phillip Sidney would have been 
able to define prose and verse with little difficulty, in the twenty-first century any 
definition of poetry or poem is either going to be so vague as to be useless in 
distinguishing poems from prose, or so restricted that it will exclude numerous texts 
which have been accepted as poems.   
On the other hand, my creative project suggests one answer and opens up questions 
about the relationship between narrative, memory and identity, while, as Pasternack 
says of Old English, ‘giving the reader the choice of leaving the ambiguities open, at 
play, or resolving them through interpretation’ (1995, p. 23). My approach via Old 
English in general and ‘The Wanderer’ in particular has enabled me to develop my 
creative product in ways that would not have been available to writers operating 
within current literary critical paradigms and related reading practices.  
There is an unbridgeable gulf between the conditions that face the contemporary 
writer of poetry and the Old English scop, with one significant qualification: readers 
and critics have always assumed they know what a poem is and what it should do. As 
I demonstrated in my first chapter, learnt ways of reading poems have changed in the 
last fifty years and the range of texts labelled poems varies wildly. As I demonstrated 
in my second chapter, the history of the reception of Old English, and of ‘The 
Wanderer’ in particular, reinforces the argument that whatever learnt reading 
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practices are in play, they are normative. Just as modern critics reinvented Old 
English texts as poems when they classified them as literature and printed them as 
poetry, contemporary readers and critics generally conscript unfamiliar texts into their 
own usually unarticulated assumptions about what a poem is and what it should do.  
At the beginning of this exegesis, I explored T.S. Eliot’s claim that the poet interested 
in learning how to write poems needed to know ‘The Tradition’. I have suggested that, 
rather than fall for a narrative which creates a tradition by valuing some texts and 
ignoring others, the writer of poems needs to know poems and their histories.  
I argued that such knowledge was vital in the editing process. However, I have also 
suggested it is not possible to access this information without recourse to a critical 
discourse about poetry which for most of the last hundred years has been situated in 
an academic context. This poses an essential and unavoidable problem. The main 
purpose of a literary education is to learn how to be a critic, not how to write literature. 
I have suggested that writers do not need to take critical discourse on its own terms 
but should be alert to the fragility of the conventions and assumptions that underwrite 
it. The poet only needs to be a sceptical tourist and find things of value to take home 
and use.  
I have engaged with these problems in two formats: the exegesis unpacks and 
explores them while the creative product performs them. Once the poet formalizes his 
or her entry into critical discourse by signing up for a PhD in Creative Writing, he or 
she has to accept, or at least has to carefully contest, the conventions of literary 
critical activity, which privilege logical and rational thought and the pretence of 
objectivity. One writes in expository prose, in well-developed paragraphs which move 
the Model Reader through an argument which is safest if not too provocative, not too 
alarming, guaranteed not to offend, and above all carefully proof-read and suitably 
referenced. One uses one instead of I. One can come dangerously close to being 
blandly agreeable, while the unpredictable, exuberantly messy nature of creation is 
smoothed over in a description that starts to sound like the travel itinerary for a 
modern bus tour. I am not complaining. I teach these conventions and am part of a 
system that rewards students for adopting and applying them. Perhaps this is why I 
am so aware of the disjunction between the way of thinking required by this exegesis 
and the way I think when I’m writing poems.  
Creative practice, Practice-Led Research, allows for the exploration of an idea in 
ways that traditional modes of literary critical discourse do not. As I have noted, 
because of the way I write poems, the creation of my sequence generated unforeseen 
questions. Undertaking library research to answer these questions then generated new 
ideas for the sequence. Technical problems encountered in the writing lead me to 
other texts in order to see how other writers might have addressed the problem. The 
wide reading this involved provided a powerful antidote to literary critical discourse. 
Underwriting all this was my engagement with Old English poetry. The challenge was 
to take and use aspects of Old English poetry which were so contingent on the cultural 
and historical conditions of their production and reception that they had to be 
‘translated’ into modern practice. 
By thinking through Old English poetics, Anhaga does suggest ways in which a story 
told in poems might exploit features that might not be available in prose. The essential 
ambiguity of a short poem can be held open in a way that means the same sequence 
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can be re-read as different genres. ‘Syntax’ can be extended to include form and 
allusion to other poems and texts can be integrated into the text in a way that sets up 
webs of coreference throughout the work. Because poems can be integrated into other 
poems, because their rhythms and cadence can be incorporated and still remain visible, 
their re-use can not only advance a narrative and add depth and commentary to the 
action, but their position in the narrative can be used to think through ways in which 
they themselves have been used.  
The writing problem that cannot be avoided is also played out in my creative product. 
I have been reading poetry, and reading about it, since the 1970s. I have studied it and 
taught it, argued about it and tried to write it for decades. In Csikszentmihalyi’s terms, 
I know the domain and the preferences of the field. I know that Anhaga is not like any 
other book of poetry I have read. But I am left with two qualifications.  
Firstly, since reading practices are normative, some readers have seen it as a failure to 
do what they think a book of poems should do. If the text is a machine designed to 
generate interpretations, then my text requires a reader who at least shares some of my 
assumptions. Umberto Eco makes this point strongly (1981, p. 9). The more ‘open’ 
the text, the more specific the Model Reader it requires. But real readers become 
Competent Readers by internalizing the qualities their reading practice has identified 
as important in already existing texts.    
Christopher Cannon illuminates this process in regards to Early Middle English 
literature, but the point holds for the act of reading any text that doesn’t perform to 
conventional expectations.  
 The capacity to read texts apart from all informing precedent or lineal relation, 
 in isolation not only from similar works, but from familiar categories, lies 
 within our philosophy, if beyond our current competence. (2004, p. 3) 
Secondly, I have used Carol Braun Pasternack’s theory of the movement structure of 
Old English Poetry and other features specific to its liminal nature, as a starting point 
to re-imagine the way a story can be told in poems, exploiting the technical features 
of the poetic sequence. This allowed me to escape dominant modern assumptions 
about poetry and poems and to gain a new perspective on the way the movement of 
the reader from poem to poem can be exploited far more than the movement from 
paragraph to paragraph or chapter to chapter in prose. I have no way of clinically 
evaluating the experiment.  
In ‘The Wanderer’ the eardstapa has lost everything. But knowing the past has passed, 
he moves forward hoping to find a new world where he will be welcomed. By the end 
of this exegesis it’s impossible not to see this as an extended metaphor for writing 
poetry. The poet leaves the familiar past behind and heads towards new possibilities. 
Both move away from safe, traditional identities. Neither eardstapa nor poet can 
predict or control the reception they will receive, but that does not invalidate the siþ 
they have undertaken or the learning they have acquired. !!
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